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Preface

During the course of my M.A. thesis work, many people have questioned
me, sometimes skeptically, sometimes merely curiously, "how did you decide to
work on World's Fairs?" Unfortunately, I have no logical, reasoned, academic
answer to this question. The plain truth is this: I was walking home along
Jamestown Road one afternoon in the fall of 1991, thinking about possible thesis
topics, hoping one would come to me. And come one did—arriving, by some
lucky symbolic chance, as I contemplated the scenic glories of Lake Matoaka.
"World's Fairs," thought I. "World's Fairs and the press."
The thought did not occur completely in a vacuum; because of my work
in journalism, the press has long intrigued me, and I had considered making
media studies part of my academic focus. What I sought, when I conceived this
idea, was a way to study the role of the press in shaping culture; a means to
consider (and, I assumed, stridently criticize) media presentations of events.
Why the notion of World's Fairs occurred to me I cannot recall—I can only
suppose that some complicated train of free associations led me to connect the
two.
I originally thought to work on Chicago's Columbian Exposition of 1893.
As I began my secondary research, however, I discovered that fair had been
studied extensively. I also decided I would rather study twentieth-century
expositions. Because of their unmatched grand scale and relative popular
success, New York's Fairs seemed a logical choice. Besides, I recalled my parents’
v

stories of their trip to the 1964 exposition; thanks to them, I knew about "BelGem Waffles" before I began my research. I also carried in my mind a vivid
picture of the World's Fair grounds in Queens, New York as they appear today,
now a battered—and somewhat dangerous-city park that retains some
recreational facilities, the Queens Museum, and the Unisphere, icon of the '64
Fair. The park, however, stifles under an air of desertion; looking at it today, it is
hard to believe that, only about thirty or fifty years before, this space was the site
of a magical fantasy come to life, the hope of the city's future, and a symbol of the
potential in modem urban planning. The irony in the juxtapostion of today's
desolate fairgrounds with yesterday's ambitious plans drew me to New York's
expositions.
As I delved into the archives at the New York Public Library, my project
changed in focus and in scope. Though the press still intrigued me, I found the
promotion of the Fairs and the stories behind their creation more fascinating than
I had expected. As I began to uncover the interlocking themes behind each
exposition's ideology, I realized that these ideas in themselves merited an M.A.
thesis.
My final project has been to explore the complex and sometimes
contradictory ideologies that comprised the New York World's Fairs of 1939 and
1964, to place them in the context of the history of American fairs and the
development of spectacle, and suggest the ways in which these Fairs differed
from those which came before them and from each other. The Fair
Corporations, my work shows, were part of an interlocking series of institutions
that united to sell an ideology to the public. The extent to which this
salesmanship represented a conscious manipulation of the public view is, of
course, debatable. The fact remains that, together with their promotional organs
and the popular press, the Fair Corporations created and distributed an

ideology that, for better or for worse, uncannily reflected the traditional rhetoric
of the American Dream, amplified by a changing technological environment.
Because a Master's thesis must be limited in nature, I have omitted several
avenues of study that might bolster or expand my paper. For example, the study
of the press as an urban institution and its role in selling the Fair could be a thesis
in itself. Though it was the thesis I originally intended to write, my interest in
promotion and the physical environment of the Fair itself necessarily relegated
this study to a later paper. Likewise, further study of specific exhibits, the
debates that may have occurred in planning them, and reaction to them, could
add another angle for analysis. Finally, my study implies that New York's Fairs
were not forward-looking organs of social change for groups without a voice in
the institutions that built them. In other words, though women and minority
groups were represented, in varying degrees and ways, at each exposition, the
manner of their representation and the way in which it reflected or challenged
the message of each Fair deserves further study than I give it here.
Perhaps these studies will be undertaken, if not by me, by some other
scholar of World Expositions. For I learned during the course of my research
that I had unwittingly chosen a topic that is somewhat on the cutting edge in
American Studies. Recent years have seen a fluorescence of World’s Fairs
scholarship. Last spring I attended a conference on the topic in Washington D.C.
and was intrigued by the wealth of recent research represented there. Certainly,
the elevation of so-called "popular culture" as an academic topic marks a logical
entrance point for Fairs into heightened contemporary study. Indeed, as I have
pursued my own research, I have been occasionally surprised at the extent to
which the larger ideas that govern my thesis mirror my wider academic
concerns. The topic I sometimes thought obscure, and which some of my
acquaintances incredulously questioned, has provided me with a lens to study

vast and perhaps more enduring questions concerning the dissemination of ideas
and the means by which groups in power maintain their dominance, using
ideology as their tool.

Abstract
In 1939 and 1964, New York City staged two grand events: international
expositions, held on the site of a former ash heap and dump, which promised
entertainment, education and enlightenment for all people. The expositions
emphasized international harmony and good will, technological
accomplishments, and the glorious prospects for the nation's future.
Fairs are more than transient events; they are constructions of symbol and
ideology, pragmatism and politics. This thesis investigates the brand of
ideology embodied in the New York World's Fairs of 1939 and 1964, and the
ways in which the Fairs' core planning group of business and political elites
transmitted that ideology to the public. In so doing, I explore the contradictions
inherent in these ideologies, suggest the interlocking role of Fair Corporations,
their promotional agencies, and the press, and contextualize the fairs in terms of
the development of spectacle in the closing years of the nineteenth century.
Though both of New York's World's Fairs were financial failures in terms
of revenue, millions of people attended them. In considering World's Fairs, one
must question both the motivations for holding them and the reasons for their
appeal. Planners needed to juggle both: committed to economic goals, they could
not lose sight of their audience. Clever advertising strategies were essential to
convince fair-goers that the exposition could provide them with a unique
experience, one which would be both entertaining and uplifting.
Both New York's fairs offered utopian visions of the future in their
themes, exhibits and promotional literature. The 1939 exhibition modeled its
futurism on Chicago's Century of Progress Exhibition in 1933, the first fair to
embrace a modernistic rather than purely classical architectural scheme. For
New York's exhibitions, futurism consisted of three interlocking elements:
internationalism, technology, and the role individuals could play in building the
world to come.
My first three chapters consider the ideology inherent in each fair, and the
way fair-makers marketed each exposition to the public. The Fairs sold
themselves as events with something to suit every taste, and offered
consumption as the main means for individuals to participate in building the
future they projected. Through my investigation, New York's expositions
emerge as blueprints for ideal future communities that would be based on
technological advances and rooted in the successful accomplishments of
America's past.

OZ IN THE VALLEY OF ASHES

Introduction

April 22,1964 marked the first day of what was billed as the greatest
world's fair in history. But the opening of New York's second World's Fair of
the century brought apprehension as well as anticipation. Civil rights
activists had planned demonstrations that were to include a massive stall-in
on the city's expressways. Had the plan succeeded, one New York Times
reporter observed, the day might have been remembered for the city's worst
traffic jam rather than the beginning of one of its biggest celebrations.1
Members of a local Congress for Racial Equality (CORE) branch said the
protest was intended to "dramatize the Negroes' dissatisfaction with the pace
of civil rights progress."2 The attendance of President Lyndon B. Johnson to
open the fair made the day a strategic time for such demonstrations. National
CORE officials, led by Director James Farmer, organized protests for within
the fairgrounds. These were intended to be peaceable and non-disruptive,
officials said.3 Nonetheless, the threat of protests inspired a declaration from
the Fair Corporation: "Demonstrations, parades, congregations, picketing, or
other similar acts on the fair site are prohibited except under written permit
of New York World's Fair 1964-65 Corporation. No person may enter the fair
site with sticks, placards, handbills, or other materials foruse in an

1"President Will Open Fair Today," The New YorkTimes
2 "President Will Open Fair
Today,"
1.
^"President Will Open Fair
Today,"
23.

2

22 April 1964: 1.

3

unauthorized demonstration. Any person violating this regulation is a
trespasser, subject to ejection from the fair, arrest, and prosecution."4
Johnson's presence inspired massively increased security, including 2000
New York police officers and 3000 Pinkerton guards.5
In the end, the demonstrations proved far less disruptive than
expected. Outside the fairgrounds, the stall-in failed, and plans to jam
subways broke up early in the day. 6 Police quickly quelled any protests:
"When demonstrators tried to block a train at a subway station, a platoon of
cops swept in and broke it up in a club-swinging encounter that left several
demonstrators and one officer injured."7 Inside the Fair, about twenty-five
CORE members chanted throughout Johnson's speech and the official ribboncutting ceremony. As the President talked, police officers removed protestors,
sometimes with force. Time Magazine, which described the activists as
"seedy, sleazy Congress of Racial Equality demonstrators, some of them
appearing to be white beatniks," noted that Johnson's speech was appropriate
to the situation.

The President told fair-goers: "We do not try to mask our

national problems, whatever they may be, under a cloak of secrecy. We do
not try to cover up our failures. . . . I know of no other great power in the
history of the world which so freely admitted its faults and felt it had such a
moral duty to correct."8 Johnson's response to the protests, according to

4Press Release, 21 April 1964, New York World's Fair Corporation 1964-65
Files, Box 391. These files are held by the Rare Books and Manuscripts Division
o f the New York Public Library, and will henceforth be referred to as NYPL
1964-65, with box and file numbers where appropriate.
5 "Fun in New York," TIME 1 May 1964, 40.
6"The Show Goes On, The Spoilers Lose the Day," LIFE 1 May 1964. Vol. 56,
No. 18.
7 "The Show Goes On."
8 "Fun In New York," 18.

4

Time, was pity. '"They served no good purpose/" he said.9 A headline in
LIFE Magazine following opening day sums up another attitude toward
demonstrators: "The Show Goes On, The Spoilers Lose The Day."10
The protests at the opening of the New York World's Fair in 1964-65
proved only a minor disruption to planned events. But their symbolic
importance is far more lasting. The demonstrations highlighted the central
paradox of all fairs: the odd juxtaposition between the fantasy world
envisioned in the expensive, glitzy exposition, and the reality of many
Americans for whom the glitter would remain merely a transient dream.
LIFE observed that this contrast may have inspired Brooklyn CORE head Isiah
Brunson to organize the traffic jam: "When the Fair neared completion, all
candy-bright and gay in a world that is in fact harsh, some demonstration
seemed natural—even automatic—to Brunson."11 Fair organizers asserted that
CORE'S planned protest was not intended as commentary on the policies of
the Fair itself.12 In fact, officials explicitly separated themselves from the
problems CORE addressed. On the eve of the Fair's opening, its president,
Robert Moses, stated: "The Fair will not become a stage for irresponsible
interference with visitors, secondary boycotts and demonstrations not related
to the proper conduct of the Fair. There has been no claim of discrimination
by the Fair."13
All fairs occupy a paradoxical cultural position. They are moments—or
months—snatched out of time, when millions of dollars and years of effort

9 "Fun in New York," 18.
10LIFE May 1, 1964.
11 "The Show Goes On."
12A press release stated, ""CORE reiterated it has no quarrel with the Fair
on any civil rights issue." Press Release, 21 April 1964, NYPL 1964-65, Box 391.
13Statement by Robert Moses, NYPL 1964-65, Box 391, Folder PRO.O.
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create an artificial, magical world where viewers can, for a few hours or days,
put aside the harshness of the outside world. Although both New York
World’s Fairs, in 1939 and 1964, were financial failures, they attracted
millions of visitors. Clearly, the discrepancy between their lives and the
Fairs' promises did not prevent people from attending. In fact, this very
aspect of World's Fairs may be the essence of their appeal, providing a
welcome release from tensions and a reaffirmation of progress and hope.
Time observed of the 1964 New York Fair, "somehow, in its jostling, heedless,
undisciplined energy, it makes a person happy to be alive in the 20th
century."14
Certainly, both New York's Fair of 1939, with its theme, "The World of
Tomorrow," and 1964's exposition with the idealistic slogan, "Peace Through
Understanding," promoted utopian visions of the world. These Fairs
provided blueprints for the future, and, more importantly, sought to show
individuals how they could themselves become part of that future. The Fairs
revitalized the set of ideals that has come to be known as the American
Dream, painting the future and arguing that every American could help
achieve it. The type of future these fairs portrayed suggested that through
technical advances, while relying on the same values that had hitherto
shaped the nation, Americans could build a better tomorrow for themselves
and the rest of the world.
The twentieth-century New York fairs promoted technological utopias
like the utopian visions that had emerged in the late nineteenth century and
found expression in that era's expositions. These visions suggested that
technology would "solve mankind's major chronic problems, which they

14 "The World o f Already." TIME

5 June 1964, 40.

6

took to be material—scarcity, hunger, disease, war, and so forth. They
assumed that technology would solve other, more recent and more
psychological problems as w ell... . "15 Expositions also suggested that
technology would be a panacea for the world's ills.16 If the Fairs displayed
solutions to national and international problems, they also attempted to
provide answers in themselves by providing revenue for New York and the
country.
Thus, fairs were not only spectacles that promoted an idealistic future;
as potential money-makers, they were pragmatic responses to economic
trends. As such, they placed their visitors in an economic context by
understanding them primarily as consumers. Visitors to all of the United
States' international expositions, from the Philadelphia Centennial in 1876, to
New York's World's Fair of 1964, encountered a dazzling display of goods
produced by the latest technologies. The future they saw was presented in
terms of products, implying that for visitors to participate in making this
future, they had only to buy a stake in it themselves. The first step to doing
this was visiting the Fair.
World's Fairs were more than grand shows, or even grand celebrations
of high culture, although they combined both these functions. They were the
creations of hard-nosed business corporations that skillfully erected
institutions designed to promote and sell the ideals they upheld. New York’s
World’s Fairs of 1939 and 1964 provide a useful vehicle for studying these
functions of fairs. They carried the trends begun by the nineteenth century
expositions into the twentieth, reflecting changes in mass media, marketing

15Howard P. Segal. T echnological Utopianism in American Culture
(Chicago: The University o f Chicago Press, 1985) 21.
16Segal, 125-128.
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and advertising that intensified the role of visitors as consumers. Constructed
by a small group of generally elite, powerful individuals, yet dedicated to the
mass of the people, these expositions combined lofty ideals with financial
pragmatism, and were characterized by a blend of foresighted idealism and
nationalistic hindsight.
Both twentieth-century New York World's Fairs asserted that they
were fairs for "the people," and frequently re-stated their ability to provide
something special for every visitor.17 Yet Fairs were not themselves put
together by "the people" they sought to represent. Indeed, though the
World's Fair of 1939 was conceived by a civil engineer named Joseph
Shadgen, Shadgen himself was fired from a job at the Fair. He received a net
$17,000 from a lawsuit against the Fair Corporation, but was significantly
absent from the planning and pageantry that attended its opening. 18 The
Fair's leaders were people like its president, businessman Grover Whalen,
Parks Commissioner Robert Moses and banker George McAneny, either city
officials or corporate executives.

The 1964 World's Fair featured a similarly

star-studded cast.19
Both Fairs incorporated the people they addressed chiefly as visitors
and observers who experienced the world Fair-makers had built. Studying
World’s Fairs illuminates the way an ideology created by a small group can

17Warren Susman discusses at length the contradictions inherent in the
1939 exposition's image of itself as "The People's Fair," in his article, "The
People's Fair: Cultural Contradictions o f a Consumer Society," Dawn o f A New
Dav: The New York World's Fair o f 1939-40. ed. Helen Harrison (New York: New
York University Press, 1980) 17-27.
18Alice G. Marquis, Hopes and Ashes: The Birth o f Modem Times 19291 9 3 9 . (New York: Macmillan, 1986) 187-189. Marquis discusses Shadgen's
plight as emblematic o f the Fair's contradictory approach to the common man.
19Robert Caro, The Power Broker: Robert Moses and The Fall of New
York (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1974) 1090.

8
be transformed into spectacle for mass consumption. This is not to say that
Fair-makers consciously attempted to infuse a hegemonic conception of
reality into their Fairs. Rather, it is to suggest that the very nature of a Fair
makes it a likely vehicle for transmitting the ideas of a few to the many.

Nor

is it to imply that fair-goers blindly accepted the visions they found at the
Fairs and incorporated them into their own world views. Values are not
unilaterally imposed from above. People help make popular culture by their
acceptance or denial of the items put before them and in so doing shape that
culture even as they are shaped by it. 20 To presume a cultural dominance
that renders individuals powerless to challenge certain ideas conjures
unappealing Hegelian arguments attributing events to higher powers beyond
the scope of human influence. Yet presuming total agency by individuals
ignores the powerful role of language, society, and power groups in shaping
cultural mores and norms.
This essay will examine the ideologies embodied in the New York
World's Fairs of 1939 and 1964 and the manner in which those views were
transmitted to the public. To do so, I will investigate the theme of futurism
that characterized both expositions, the way planners expressed it through
technological displays, promotional materials and the physical structure of
the Fair itself. For a Fair's layout was as important to its ideological message
as the exhibits it contained. Fairs were model environments that offered a
blueprint to build the future they described. As such, they expressed a
prescient response to their times even though, as Isiah Brunson believed,
they appeared to overlook certain realities as well.
2®As historian
living, active process;
imposed from without
Unwin Hyman, 1989)

of popularculture John Fiske observes,
"Culture is a
it can be developed only from within, it cannot be
or above. " Understanding Popular Culture (Boston:
23-24.

9

To sell themselves to the public, the Fairs forged intricate promotional
networks. A crucial part of the expositions' self-representation was their
portrayal in the urban press, which often obligingly reprinted the propaganda
issued by Fair planners. The press had a complicated relationship to the
expositions; both observer and maker of these events, it also stood to benefit
from any economic growth the Fairs brought to New York. Media coverage
could help or harm a Fair. And a Fair was an odd event. Not quite
traditional city news stories, both New York Fairs nonetheless spawned such
stories in the planning which accompanied them, requiring funding,
construction and fostering inter-borough debates. At the same time,
however, each Fair was an orchestrated spectacle somewhat more deserving
of space in the arts/reviews section than on the front page. But on the front
page the Fairs often were, and their place there suggests one way Fair planners
conveyed their visions to the country and the world. The question of how
the press operated as an institution to build each Fair and the way the
interests of powerful newspapers like The New York Times and the HeraldTribune affected their coverage is essential to studying the role of the press in
making a Fair. This question, however, lies beyond the scope of this essay,
and while I will offer examples of the way the press reproduced Fair ideology,
study of its role as a power institution in the city awaits another project.
Looking at both the 1939 and the 1964 expositions can show how the
values they reflected changed or endured over time, within a fixed
environment in which individuals had a unique opportunity to re-craft
values and culture-builders a second chance to market their vision to the
public.

I will focus primarily on the first year of each exhibition. The second

year of the first exposition was deeply affected by the outbreak of war in
Europe and the financial difficulties of the fair itself. Its president, Grover

10

Whalen, relinquished his financial management duties to Harvey Gibson in
an attempt to salvage the nearly bankrupt venture. The second exposition
also changed significantly in its second year, a consequence of its financial
difficulties and the growing animosity between its president, Robert Moses,
and the urban press.
Perhaps the most important question to ask in analyzing these events
is not how conscious their planners were of the views they espoused, or even
what type of ideology they produced. An even more central issue is the way
Fairs encouraged visitors to question what they saw and offered them choices
of futures in which to participate. For in the end, people have the power to
deny or accept a vision, but their choices may be limited by the offerings
placed before them.

Chapter One: The World of Tomorrow in 1939

In 1935 Mussolini waged war in Ethiopia as Hitler relentlessly
restricted the rights of Jews in Germany. Headlines several columns long
reported the progress of these events in daily newspapers, alongside President
Franklin D. Roosevelt's vow to keep the United States "unentangled" in
Europe's war. 1 In December 1935, the Amateur Athletic Union of the United
States issued a resolution opposing U.S. participation in the 1936 Olympics in
Berlin unless the Nazi government encouraged rather than prohibited the
participation of German Jews in the games. 2 Other headlines in the fall of
1935 told of Hitler's aggressive policies to push Jews out of industry and
business. 3 In September of that year, another headline appeared, this one
announcing plans for a "Great World's Fair for City in 1939, On Site in
Queens." So the New York World's Fair of 1939 was born, bursting onto an
international scene characterized by strife, bearing its own message of peace,
hope and progress.
The domestic scene in 1935 was not much better. Planning for the Fair
occurred in a city struggling in the midst of the Depression, and even as its
leaders convened to select a site, national leaders struggled to maintain New
Deal programs. In spring of 1935, Roosevelt inaugurated a "Second New
l fThe New York Times. 3 October 1935, 24 September 1935.
2 "Text o f the Resolution Opposing the Olympics," The New York Times. 7
December 1935, 7.
2The New York Tim es. 24 September 1935.
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Deal," attempting to breathe new life into recovery measures that, as yet, had
not lived up to expectations.4 In May, the Supreme Court had declared the
National Industrial Recovery Act of 1933 to be unconstitutional.5 The first
try at a New Deal was faltering nearly as much as the economy itself.
Indeed, the financial crisis in New York City was one of the most
compelling reasons to hold the Fair. The first press release issued by the New
York World's Fair 1939-40 Corporation stated that the exposition "is expected
to aid materially in the stimulation of industrial recovery not only in New
York, but throughout the country."6 Fair President and businessman Grover
Whalen recollected in his autobiography:
New York merchants, bankers, manufacturers, large and small
businessmen were still casting around for ideas to stabilize our
economy. . . . New York City suffered as much~if not more than-the rest of the country. So a small group of New York
businessmen began to meet regularly each week for six months
to discuss and try to work out some form of promotion to attract
new business and bring visitors to New York."7

Part of the inspiration for the Fair, Whalen said, came from his visit to
Chicago's 1933 Century of Progress Exposition. Successful despite the
Depression, Chicago's Fair suggested to Whalen that New York could host a
similar event and perhaps do even better.8

4Robert Biles, A New Deal for the American People (DeKalb: Northern
Illinois University Press, 1991) 126-127.
5 In Schechter Poultry Corp. v. United States.
6Press Release, 23 September 1935, Files of the New York World's Fair
1939-40 Corporation, Box 1012. Held by the Rare Books and Manuscripts
D ivision o f the New York Public Library and henceforth designated as NYPL
1939-40, with box and file numbers where appropriate.
7Grover Whalen, Mr. New York: The Autobiography o f Grover Whalen
(New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1955) 173-74.
8Whalen, Mr. New York. 173-74.
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So it was that in 1935, a group of prominent New York lawyers,
bankers and businessmen gathered to plan a World's Fair. They included
Fair-president-to-be Whalen, then President of Schenley Distilleries, and
former New York City Police Commissioner; Chairman of the Board George
McAneny, President of the Title Guarantee and Trust Company and head of
the Regional Planning Association; and R.H. Macy’s head Percy Straus, who
would become Chairman of the Committee on Architecture and Physical
Planning. 9 The rest of the planning contingent held similar credentials, with
most of its members high-ranking business executives.10 The Fair was a
Corporation like any other, and once the idea for it had drawn support, it
went about making itself into an effective business institution: choosing a
leader, finding funding, creating effective marketing strategies.
One of the first steps was to select a leader who could sell the Fair to the
public, the government and the world. The choice of Whalen played a
significant part in creating a public image for the exposition. The President of
the Fair would be a highly visible personality, marketing the exposition,
talking to the press, traveling to different countries to garner support and
presiding over the exposition's many ceremonial occasions. Whalen seemed
perfect for the job. In addition to his business and civil service experience, he
had worked as "volunteer host" for the city, making "the art of greeting

9Joseph Cusker, "The World o f Tomorrow: Science, Culture, and
Community at the New York World's Fair," in Helen Harrison, ed., and the
Queens Museum. Dawn o f a New Dav.The New York World's Fair 1939-40 (New
York: New York University Press, 1980), 3.
10Cusker notes, ". . . these three were joined in incorporating the Fair
by the heads o f twenty-three banking and trust companies, thirty
corporations, fifteen Wall Street law firms, eight insurance companies and
retail firms, and eight business associations.
(By contrast, there were only
fifteen representatives from city, state, and national politics, eight individuals
from the arts and education, and one labor leader.) 3.
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visiting dignitaries into a glittering but seemly spectacle."11 He was named
best-dressed man in America in 1932, organized New York's celebration of
Washington's bicentennial birthday in that same year, and in 1933 organized
a huge parade to support the National Recovery Administration.12 Though a
$100,000 a year corporate executive by the time he became Fair president in
April 1936, Whalen remained very much involved with the life and future of
the city.

These two strands in Whalen's own personality meshed with the

mixed goals of the Fair, which was money-maker, cultural educator and
entertainer. And indeed, as historian Alice Marquis observes, "Whalen
adroitly intertwined those themes, stressing ideals for the press and the brasstacks bottom line for exhibitors and investors."13
Perhaps Whalen's ability to balance these conflicting images helped
make the Fair the glittering spectacle it turned out to be and immortalize it in
spite of the financial chaos that would accompany its close. Whalen had no
illusions about the Fair's hard-nosed goals, saying retrospectively, "For [the
Fair] must be treated as a hard-headed business matter. If the end product was
to be pleasure and astonishment and entertainment for millions of people, it
was still the biggest promotional scheme ever undertaken for the city."14 As
such, it required the type of image Whalen could portray. Unlike Robert
Moses, who would be president of the 1964 Fair, Whalen had a gift for
diplomacy that was crucial to making the Fair's public image.

11 Alice G. Marquis, Hopes and Ashes: The Birth o f Modem Times 1929!9 3 9 (New York: Macmillan, 1986) 216.
12Marquis, 217-219.
13Marquis, 213.
14Grover Whalen, Mr. New York. The Autobiography o f Grover Whalen
(New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1955) 200.
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And for Whalen, the enthusiasm must have been sincere. He was a
self-made man, born not into wealth but into an Irish immigrant family on
the lower East Side of New York.15 Following his father's instructions,
Whalen aimed for the top. In his autobiography, he says that though he had
wanted to be a teacher, his father had galvanized his ambitions: "'No son of
mine is going to be a schoolteacher,' he said. 'Your sister Gertrude's the one
for that. You and your brother Stephen are to be lawyers, corporate lawyers.
That's where the money is.’" 16 So Whalen went to New York University
law school, and, upon his father's death, took over the family's small trashdisposal contracting business. 17 Then he went into business for himself and
in 1917, took the first of his city posts as secretary to Mayor John Hylan.18
Whalen's autobiography focuses little on the financial disappointment that
accompanied the Fair and makes no mention of his own feelings at being
replaced as Chairman of the Board by Harvey Gibson during the exposition's
second year because of financial problems. He does note that by the Fair's
close in 1940, a friend's suggestion that he take a long, relaxing trip to a place
far away "sounded to me like a wonderful idea. I wanted to go someplace
where nobody would know me and where I could get a complete rest." But
Whalen remained idealistic about the city, the Fair, and his role in making
both: "New York is never static or self-satisfied; it is always developing and
looking toward the future. The slogan of the New York World’s Fair still
applies. As I have pointed out, many of the wonders which are
commonplace today were first displayed there in 1939. . . . Above all New

15Marquis, 218.
16Whalen, Mr. New York. 17.
17Whalen, Mr. New York. 17-20, Marquis 218.
18Whalen, Mr. New York. 28.
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York to me means the best things in life."19 Whalen's vision and confidence
would help create a positive public image for the Fair that would endure
despite its financial troubles.
By the time Whalen accepted the presidency, the group of Fair planners
had already chosen a site, pretext and theme for the celebration. The official
reason for the Fair would be the one hundred and fiftieth anniversary
George Washington's inauguration in New York City.20 The site would be an
1216-acre area of Queens known as the Corona Dump and graced by a 90-foot
heap of ashes called "Mount Corona," a spot F. Scott Fitzgerald immortalized
in this oft-quoted passage from The Great Gatsbv:
About half way between West Egg and New York the motor road
hastily joins the railroad and runs beside it for a quarter of a
mile, so as to shrink away from a certain desolate area of land.
This is a valley of ashes~a fantastic farm where ashes grow like
wheat into ridges and hills and grotesque gardens; where ashes
take the forms of houses and chimneys and rising smoke and,
finally, with a transcendent effort, of men who move dimly and
already crumbling through the powdery air.21

The World's Fair of 1939 would take this ash heap and transform it into what
fair-goer Pearl Altman of Brooklyn could call a "magical, enchanting land of
the future."22 Excavating the nearly 7,000,000 cubic yards of ashes from the
site would take 30,000 men 190 days and cost about $2,200,000.23

^ W h a le n .Mr. New York. 304.
20Press Release, 23 September 1935.
21F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsbv. (New York: Charles Scribner's
Sons, 1925) 23.
22Barbara Cohen, Steve Heller, Seymour Chwast. Try Ion and Peri sphere:
The 1939 New York World's Fair (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1989) 15.
23"An Assortment of Fair Marvels," The New York Times 30 April 1939:
VIII: 4 .
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Before the Fair could embark on its futuristic journey, planners had to
assure the availability of the site and figure out how to finance the Fair. The
city of New York already owned about 600 acres of the site; in order to allow
the space to be converted to a permanent park after the exposition, the city
had to purchase the remaining land and lease it to the Fair Corporation.
Next, the Corporation approached the state and federal governments to ask
for funding. The enthusiastic response from government officials suggests
the extent to which the ideals and goals of the exposition filled both financial
and emotional needs in the gloom of the Depression years. In the end, money
for the 1939 venture came from several sources: $26,700,000 from the city,
$6,200,000 from the state, $3,000,000 of Federal contributions, $30,000,000 from
foreign governments, and $42,000,000 from the Fair Corporation. 24 This
meant that foreign governments supplied 28 percent of the funding, almost
as much as city, state, and federal governments combined. Financially, the
Fair seemed truly international. The Fair Corporation contributed the largest
amount of any one group, with 39 percent of the total cost acquired largely
from bonds sold to investors at four percent. 25 The bankrupt Corporation
repaid these bonds at just twenty cents per dollar when the Fair closed.26
Planners cannily selected the site before announcing plans. One of the
selling points they emphasized was its status as the "geographical center" of
New York City. Though outside Manhattan itself, the site lay at the heart of
greater New York and was, Whalen said, only about six miles from Times
Square—a trip that "will take in the neighborhood of 12 to 14 minutes." 27 The
2 4 "Here is the Fair."
25 " A n n u a l Report 1937," NYPL 1939-40, Box 1.
26Marquis, 230.
27Grover Whalen, speech at Public Hearing March 23, 1937, "Transcript
o f Public Hearing On Federal/House Resolution 234, Re Federal Participation in
1939 Fair," NYPL 1939-40, 13.
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real world of the future would see this prediction become a faded dream, but
in 1939, it did the work of making the site seem easily accessible to citydwellers. Once the Fair was made public, some local city leaders opposed the
Queens site. The Fair, as a potential money-maker, was highly desirable and
leaders from Brooklyn and the Bronx objected to the choice of Flushing
Meadows. Some neighborhood action committees proposed ideas as
elaborate as extending New York City further into the Hudson.28 Mayor
Fiorello LaGuardia, from the beginning a staunch proponent of the Fair,
called for unity on the issue of site selection, asking that local leaders think
not of their own boroughs but of the city as a whole: '"The Fair will be held in
New York City.. . . I say that because we must get away from this idea of
boroughs. When you get to talking about Flushing or any other place out
there somebody is going to believe that it is out of the city, somewhere out on
Long Island. But here is a World's Fair right in the heart of the city."29
Nonetheless, local activists like George MacBeth, Chairman of the Jamaica
Bay Protection Committee, accused the Fair of illegally circumventing the
need to publicize site selection of a project using public money and advocated
investigating other sites.30

Perhaps LaGuardia foresaw these tempests when

he observed, in October 1935, "My colleagues on the Board of Estimate know
that nothing causes more delay in the construction of a public building than a
controversy over its location. If we had left it up in the air there would have
been a delay of a year or more."31
28Letter from Frank Joyce, Chairman, Executive Board o f Paramount
Neighborhood Club, 20 January 1936. NYPL 1939-40, Box 1, Folder A
29"Tunnel Held Need for World's Fair," The New York Times 13 October
1935: 25.
30Letters from the Jamaica Bay Protection Committee, 29 April 1936, 30
March 1936. Also letter from George MacBeth to Board of Estimate, 2 November
1935. NYPL 1939-40, Box 1, Folder A.
31 "Tunnel Held Need."
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The Flushing Meadows site appealed to officials for a variety of
reasons: its sheer space, accessibility, and place in the bigger picture of how to
improve New York City. Reclaiming the swampy, ashy marshland of the
Corona Dump meant building a fairyland out of urban blight and creating a
living testament to the ways humankind--and New York--could bring about
the future. Some city officials, like Parks Commissioner Robert Moses, already
known for his interest in transforming existing spaces into urban parks,
sought to connect the Fair to other urban improvement projects. Headlines
in the newspapers throughout the fall of 1935 suggested these connections:
"Hotel Men Back World Fair Civic Hall. . . ," Navigable River to Pierce Fair
Site," "Fair Site Menaced by Rikers Island/M oses Tells Promoters that
Rubbish Odor Would Make It Almost Unusable."32 Likewise, businessmen
supported the Fair for its potential to revive the flagging economy by
expanding the real estate market, bringing in business, and creating jobs. 33
Whatever the contradictions inherent in the fair, and whatever realities it
overlooked in its presentation of the future, in its re-making of the Flushing
Meadow site it achieved a tangible realization of a future that foreshadowed
the wonders promised within.
Even Fair officials viewed the project as daunting. Grover Whalen
later noted the seeming impossibility of the task in his autobiography and
expressed his relief and exuberance at its completion. The site had been, he
said, "a dispiriting, three-and-a-half mile stretch of no man's land known as
the Corona Dump. . . When they asked me to be the Fair's president, they. . .
handed me the toughest job of my life. There were times when I wondered if
32The New York Times. 29 September 1935; 26 September 1935, 20
December 1935.
33"City's Fair Assured of Widespread Aid; Business is Elated," "Real Estate
Aided By Plans for Fair," The New York Times 24 September 1935.
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it could be done." 34 But it was done: "A little less than three years later [after
the ground-breaking ceremony]. . . the Fair opened. . . Thousands streamed
though the gates. They came to the solemn pealing of the carillons, to the
fanfare of trumpets, to the ruffles and flourishes introducing the President of
the United States. . .. Along miles of pleasant roads bordered by lawns and
malls grew thousands of trees, their spring foliage already casting a pleasant
shade." 35 In fact, 10,000 shade trees had been imported, some from out of
state, to transform the area.

The project entailed other lasting improvements

to the area as well, such as the extension of the Grand Central Parkway, the
construction of the Whitestone Expressway and the Bronx-Whitestone Bridge
and the addition of a river channel leading into the site, allowing visitors to
arrive by boat.36
Once the site was selected, planners needed to offer the public a reason
other than mere economic gain for holding the Fair. They found this pretext
in the sesquicentennial of Washington's inauguration. In so doing, they
followed the lead of previous expositions that recognized significant
historical events.

Philadelphia's 1876 Centennial Exposition commemorated

one hundred years of independence. Chicago's Columbian Exposition of 1893
officially honored the four hundred years since Columbus' voyage to
"America," although the fair's actual opening date was one year off from the
date of Columbus' trip. The Chicago Fair broke all previous records for
attendance, cost, visitors, acreage and exhibitors, and made about $2,000,000,

(New

34Grover Whalen, Mr. New York: An Autobiography o f Grover Whalen
York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1955) 198-99.
3 5 W h a l e n , Mr. New York. 199.

36Marc H. Miller, "Something for Everyone: Robert M oses and the Fair,"
in Remembering the Future: The New York World's Fair 1939-1964. pub. the
Queens Museum (New York: Rizzoli, 1984) 51. "Navigable River to Pierce Fair
Site," The New York Times 26 September 1935: 23:6.
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receiving approximately 28,000,000 visitors.37 In 1904, a fair in St. Louis,
which inspired the now folkloric tune, "Meet me in St. Louis, Louis, Meet me
at the Fair," recognized the hundredth anniversary of the Louisiana
Purchase—although it was actually the 101st. In 1905, a Portland, Oregon
exposition commemorated the voyage of Lewis and Clark, who had arrived at
present-day Astoria, Oregon, a century before. The 1907 Jamestown
Tercentennial in Norfolk, Virginia, marked three hundred years since the
first settlers arrived in North America. A Philadelphia "Sesquicentennial," in
1926, which the New York Times later called "a disappointment in most
respects," celebrated the 150 years since the signing of the Declaration of
Independence. And, in 1933-34, Chicago hosted the "Century of Progress"
exposition to recognize the accomplishments of the city since its
incorporation one hundred years before.
In order to galvanize public response the Fair needed to create an
image that transcended mere historical celebration. In choosing a theme, Fair
planners built on the themes of previous fairs that had emphasized progress.
They chose a utopian goal particularly appropriate amidst the turmoil of
domestic economics and international relations of the 1930s: The Fair, they
decided, would be dedicated to "Building the World of Tomorrow."38 In the
President's First Annual Report, Whalen noted that the choice of theme grew
from a realization "that even the commemoration of such an important
event [Washington's inauguration] would not fully justify an international

37"Nation’s First Fair Held Here in 1853," The New York Times 23
September 1935, 14:8.
38Official Guidebook of the New York World's Fair 1939 (New York:
Exposition Publications, 1939) 7.
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exposition of the magnitude that was proposed." For this reason, he said, the
event would be '"everyone's fair,' dedicated to 'the world of tomorrow.'"39
The futuristic message of the Fair characterized its promotion as well as
the structure and organization of exhibits themselves. Drawing on the
technological utopianism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, and embedding itself in 1930s culture, the Fair’s futurism addressed
the ominous international situation less through direct references than
through its own optimism.

Futurism meant a focus on progress, on

possibility, on a bright, not-too distant future that humans could create for
themselves. The futurism of the fairs, though utopian, was also eminently
possible, highlighting the positive and downplaying negative possibilities. As
historian Leonard Wallock has noted, futurism sprang from the
circumstances of the times. 40 Though its optimism may have seemed out of
keeping with the state of affairs in the rest of the world, its message of
progress provided a needed sense of hope and stability in an insecure era.
The key to the future in the New York World's Fair of 1939 was
science, the ultimate enabler of the world ahead. The Fair embodied a brand
of "technological utopianism,"41 promising a sunny, magical, future world of
peace and harmony, progress and democracy—a world all individuals could
help make, with the help of science, and in which all would find fulfillment.
Hence Grover Whalen's message to fairgoers was printed in the Official
Guidebook for all to see:

3President's Annual Report, 1936," NYPL 1939-40, Box 1, Folder AO.
^L eonard Wallock, "New York: Capital o f the Twentieth Century," . N e w
York: The Culture Capital o f the World 1939-1965 , ed. Wallock (New York:
Rizzoli, 1988) 17.
41 Segal discusses the emergence of the technological ideal, and briefly
discusses how the 1939 New York Fair embodied a growing sense of the
perfectibility o f the world through technological intervention.
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This is your Fair, built for you and dedicated to you. You will
find it a never-ceasing source of wonder. We feel that it will
delight you and instruct you. But in the midst of all the color,
and rhythm, and music and festivity you cannot fail to receive
that more serious message: how you and I and all of us can
actively contribute, both for ourselves and for our communities,
toward that better "World of Tomorrow " to which we all look
forward.42
Though both a giant celebration and a potential money-maker, the Fair was
also a teacher, instructing Americans how to help forge the future it
portrayed. 43
The naming of the 1939 World's Fair provides the most obvious
example of its forward-looking ideology. The theme of the exposition was
"The World of Tomorrow" and its song George and Ira Gershwin's "Dawn of
a New Day." In a country just beginning to recover from the worst
depression in its history, and in a city hoping the event would regenerate its
own flagging economy, the symbolism was welcome and appropriate.

But

the onset of war in Europe belied the promise of utopia. The effects of war in
Europe forced the departure of some exhibitors by the Fair's second season,
like the Soviet Union, and made others, like Czechoslovakia, seem only sad
reminders of a nation that no longer existed. Nor could the Fair achieve its
own future. About half the projected 50 million people visited in 1939, and
the Fair was in debt even as it opened.44 Financial crisis looming, the Fair

42Official Guidebook of the New York World's Fair 1939 ( New York:
Exposition Publications, 1939) 5.
4 3 Robert W. Rydell makes a similar argument about the tendency
for
Fair managers to view their expositions as '"universities"' for the public in his
article, "The Culture of Imperial Abundance: World's Fairs in the Making o f
American Culture," Consuming Visions: Accumulation and Display o f Goods in
America 1880-1920. ed. Simon J. Bronner (New York: W. W. Norton, 1989) 201.
4 4 Marquis, 229.
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changed business managers in its second year. Whalen's replacement, banker
Harvey Gibson, also changed the Fair's theme to fit the times: "For Peace and
Freedom." By the close of its second year, the Fair had received 45 million
visitors, more than any previous exhibition but still far fewer than
predicted. 45 At first, however, the "World of Tomorrow" seemed to
embody all that the Fair—and the country—could accomplish, building a
dream that contrasted starkly with the chaotic uncertainty of the present.
America's concern with the future was not new in 1939. The Chicago
Century of Progress Exposition in 1933 focused on the future rather than
lauding past accomplishments, while trends in fiction, advertising and film
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries tended toward the exotic,
futuristic, and utopian. The view of a future dominated by technological
improvements emerged by the late nineteenth century, epitomizing an
American tradition of technological utopianism that found expression in
events like world's fairs and texts like Edward Bellamy's Looking Backward
(1888).46 Historians Joseph Corn and Brian Horrigan note that often nostalgia
accompanied futurism, a combination that may have proved comforting if
illusory.47 Bellamy's vision, for example, pictured "a utopian Boston in the
year 2000 which recalled the order, equality, and dignity of a romanticized
Colonial past."48 World's Fairs like New York’s of 1939 similarly recalled the
past through the historical pretexts for holding them, while evoking the
4^Appelbaum, New York 1939. xvii.
4 ^Joseph Com and Brian Horrigan, Yesterday’s Tomorrows:
o f the American Future (New York: Summit Books, 1984), xii-xiv.
Segal, T echnological Utopianism in American Culture (Chicago:
Chicago, 1985) chapters 2-3.
4 7 Com and Horrigan cite, for example, the characteristics
heroes from Buck Rogers to Han Solo," who "are the descendants
mavericks o f Wild West mythology," xiv.
4 8 Com and Horrigan, xiv.
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future in their exhibits and themes. The future, historians James Carey and
John Quirk have observed, was viewed as a "solvent."49
In visions of the future lay the solutions to all the world's current
problems. This view of the Fairs’ futures suggests why they were so popular
despite the incongruity between their ideals and their social contexts. People
could visit expositions to learn how to solve the problems of the present. In
American fairs, those visions captured the nation's longstanding image of
itself as the country of the future, a "city upon a hill," that would provide
inspiration for the rest of the world. In American myth, Carey and Quirk
note, the United States had a dispensation from European experience"
because its "very creation. . . was an attempt to outrun history and to escape
European experience. . . . The idea of a 'new land,' a virgin continent, had
been part of the European utopian tradition. The discovery of America
during the age of exploration removed utopia from literature and installed it
in life. "50 America might escape European history, but, founded in Utopia
itself, it had no reason to escape its own. Rather, it could couch its programs
for the future in its own past, drawing on American precedent to show how
the utopian future could be achieved.

C o n s t r u c t i n g t h e F uture

Chicago’s 1933 Century of Progress exposition is often viewed as the
first Fair to focus strictly on the future, although previous fairs had always

4 9 James W. Carey and John J. Quirk, "The History o f the Future," James
Carey, Communication As Culture: Essavs on Media and Society (MA: UnwinHyman, 1989) 178.
5®Carey and Quirk, 177-178.
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incorporated the notion of progress. 51 The historical basis for the fair
recognized the accomplishments of the city since its incorporation in 1833.
But the 1933 Exposition made the future explicit in its streamlined
modernistic buildings as well as its themes and futuristic advertisements. It
was this exposition, coming so close before the inception of the 1939 New
York Fair, that provided inspiration for New York's planners.
A Chicago souvenir book published in conjunction with the 1933 Fair
called the exposition an "Aladdin City" and described it as occupying "a strip
of land reclaimed from Lake Michigan."52 The celebration of humanity’s
power to control its environment foreshadowed the massive reclamation of
space that would take place on Flushing Meadows in 1939, while the magical,
futuristic descriptions of Chicago's exposition would provide blueprints for
the New York Fair Corporation’s treatment of its own. Promotional material
surrounding the Fair noted that it was "a city unlike anything ever seen on
earth before; the kind of city one might expect to see on visiting Mars. It is a
futuristic city, foreshadowing nobody knows exactly what."53 Even as it
stressed the future, Chicago’s 1933 Fair couched its projections in a tribute to
the past. Exhibits at the Century of Progress Exposition included a replica of
Fort Dearborn (site of a notorious massacre in 1812) and a group of buildings
commemorating Lincoln's youth and early adulthood in Illinois. 54 The fair's
goal was to "tear away the veil that shrouds the future," 55 yet it
51 Larry Zim, Mel Lemer and Herbert R olfes, The World o f Tomorrow
(New York: Harper & Row, 1988) 17.
52Paul T. Gilbert, "A Century of Progress Exposition, Herald o f a New
Age.
Interpreting Creatively the Spirit o f Today," Chicago's Progress: a Review
of the World's Fair Citv. Glenn A. Bishop and Gilbert (Chicago: Bishop
Publishing Co., 1933) 9.
53Gilbert, 9.
54Gilbert, 16-17.
55Gilbert, 12.
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simultaneously honored scientific discoveries that had already occurred and
which had been unforeseen one hundred years before.

56

New York's

World's Fair of 1939 would employ a similar fusion of past and future in
elaborating the futuristic theme its planners embraced.
The futurism of the 1939 New York exposition consisted of three
essential elements: internationalism, technology, and the role of the
individual in building the world to come. At the same time, it interspersed
its views of tomorrow with historical remembrances. One symbolic gesture
embodied all of these, epitomizing the extent to which the Fair dedicated
itself to the future. That gesture was the burying of a time capsule, sponsored
by the Westinghouse Electric and Manufacturing Company. Interred in
September 1938 and scheduled to be opened 5000 years later, the capsule
included scientific texts, books on microfilm, a written message from
Einstein, a kewpie doll, a clock, assorted magazines, a sliderule.57 Newsreels
documented the burial ceremony, a physical manifestation of the Fair's
commitment to a future world. 58 The very existence of a time capsule
juxtaposed notions of permanence and stability with conceptions of the
future, suggesting an irrevocable link between the two. If Americans could
send mementoes of themselves into the world 5000 years away, perhaps the
possibility of change would seem less distant and intimidating. Also, the
time capsule, perhaps more than any other exhibit at the Fair, represented the
everyday lives of many of its visitors because of the practical items it
included, like a can opener, a toothbrush and cigarettes. As Marquis observes,
the capsule "entombed the ephemera of mass culture, strongly tinged with

56Gilbert, 13.
57The World o f Tomorrow.
5 8The World o f Tomorrow.
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the promise of technology and science. It was a typically American vision, as
pluralistic and, at least officially, as tolerant and open as the sunny American
ideal."59
The Fair's Theme Center officially communicated the ideological goals
of the exposition. Consisting of two futuristic structures, the Trylon and the
Perisphere, this area was the physical as well as spiritual center of the
fairgrounds. (See Appendix A) The Trylon, a stark white obelisk, stretched
700 feet toward the sky, visible for miles among the low-lying buildings of
Queens. A round white globe by its side, the Perisphere contained the theme
exhibit of the exposition, "Democracity," sponsored by the government and
designed by Henry Dreyfus. The theme exhibit, according to the Fair’s
guidebook, "dramatizes the interdependence of mankind in 'Democracity,'
symbol of a planned and integrated garden metropolis of the World of
Tomorrow."60 The Theme Center marked the realization of the Committee
on Theme's main goal: to "show the most promising developments of
production, service and social factors of the present day in relation to their
bearing on the life of the great mass of the people. The plain American
citizen will be able to see here what he could attain for his community and
himself by intelligent coordinated effort and will be made to realize the
interdependence of every contributing form of life and work.'"61 The Trylon
and Perisphere embodied these ideals, becoming lasting symbols of the Fair
that appeared on a range of items from the Corporation's stationery to
souvenir games, jewelry, and scarves.

Even the words for these new

structures were specially created in 1939: "Trylon, from 'tri,' the three sides of

59Marquis, 3.
60Official Guidebook 1939. 46.
61 Official Guidebook 1939. 41.
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the structure, and 'pylon, indicating its use as the monumental gateway to the
Theme Building; and Perisphere, from 'peri,' meaning 'beyond, all around,
about.'"62 The future rendered modern language insufficient, but even so,
word-smiths for the future drew on classical roots to express the images in
their minds.
The Fair experience was highly structured.63 (See Map, Appendix B)
Designers created "a color-coded city. Bright, rational, completely planned."64
The Theme Center provided the physical center of the exposition.

All roads

at the fair led to the Trylon and Perisphere, all tinted different colors. The
coloring helped visitors find their way more easily and called attention to the
stark white Theme Center. The fair’s roadways had names like "Rainbow
Ave" and "Constitution Ave," and bridges with such names as "Empire State
Bridge," the "Bridge of Wings," the "Bridge of Wheels." The names conjured
the Fair's themes: a celebration of magic, in the words, "Rainbow" or
"Wings;" of the perceived real glories of New York and the nation, in
"Constitution" and "Empire State;" and the emphasis on technology and
advancement with "Wheels."

The sense of magic and otherworldliness

struck a chord in 1939, the same year that saw the release of the film version
of The Wizard of Oz. The color-coding of the Fair evoked the idyllic land of
Oz. 65 In the film, little Dorothy of Kansas travels from black-and-white
Kansas to technicolor Oz. So Fair visitors could, even if only for a day, enter

620fficial Guide Book 1939. 43.
®2In "The World o f Tomorrow," a documentary on the 1939 fair, the
narrator notes that "What the designers had hoped to do was to structure your
experience o f the future, from the moment you entered the fair."
Prod. Lance
Bird, Tom Johnson. 1984.
6 4 "The World o f Tomorrow" documentary.
6 5 Marquis makes this connection, 215.

30

an illuminated fantasy world to view possibilities undreamed of in the gloom
of the Depression.
The very structure of the fair itself, with its wide avenues, copious
trees, fountains, and easy-to-find guides and bus stops, represented a model
future city. This mini-city showed that the future had been achieved on a
small, transient scale, and that Americans could build it on a larger one, as
the Official Guidebook to the 1939 Fair told visitors: 'The Fair that you are
now enjoying is the result of the happy combination of the dreams, the
experience, and the courage of many men and women.’’66 Around the
Theme Center ranged the community interests area, with the government
zone at one end and the transportation zone at the other, fronting one of the
Fair's six gates. The transportation area and the production/distribution area
adjacent to it housed many industrial giants including General Motors, Ford,
Westinghouse and General Electric.
A central part of this vision was an internationalism that emphasized
the importance of unity not only between Americans but between nations.
The words of planners and their commitment to drawing international
participation show that a vision of global harmony was central to their view
of the future, even if America and American technological accomplishments
often seemed the main means of implementing this dream.

An address by

Robert D. Kohn, chairman of the Committee on Theme, noted that though
the fair was designed to be entertaining, it also had a "serious purpose:’’

66Official Guide Book 1939. 29.
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Underlying it all is the attempt to show in dramatic form the
inalienable interdependence of all the functions having an effect
on the life of man—the dependence of every individual on his
neighbors, of every group, trade, class, city, state and nation on
all the other groups for that coordinated effort without which
progress is impossible. . .. And what this means is we would
start to break down the isolations that separate peoples and
functions, since the walls that now separate them stand in the
way of that growing permeation of ideas and forces which alone
can make for economic and political peace.67
Communication and community were to be the centerpieces of the
technological utopia this Fair foresaw, a vision that harks back to late
nineteenth-century utopian communities.68 Franklin D. Roosevelt endorsed
similar goals in his opening day speech attended by 60,000 fair-goers:
All who come to this World's Fair in New York will receive the
heartiest of welcomes. They will find that the eyes of the United
States are fixed on the future. Yes. Our wagon is still hitched to
a star but it is a star of friendship, a star of international good
will and above all a star of peace: I hereby dedicate the World’s
Fair—the New York World's Fair, of 1939, and I declare it open to
all mankind.69

Roosevelt's words emphasized hope and the magical possibility of being able
to reach the stars. His speech, like Kohn's, pragmatically stressed the need for
international friendship and peace. War loomed, but the Fair displaced the
prospect by focusing on a happier, more distant tomorrow.
In the spirit of internationalism, Grover Whalen attempted to garner
as much foreign involvement as possible. This could prove harder than it
seemed. Though any country could host a fair, nations that wanted to be the
67Press Release #24, 26 October 1936. NYPL 1939-40, Box 1012.
68Segal, 19-32, 64-69.
69Russell Porter, "Nations In Parade," The New York Times 1 May 1939:
1. The World o f Tomorrow, documentary, prod./dir. Lance Bird and Tom
Johnson, Media Study, Buffalo NY, 1984.
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only official fair in a given year needed to win approval from the Bureau of
International Expositions. This Paris-based governing body had been founded
in 1928 to regulate international fair practices and participation. Nations that
belonged to the B.I.E. were honor-bound to sponsor official government
pavilions only at expositions approved by the Bureau. Member nations
accepted a series of rules that controlled issues like ground space rental fees
and duration of expositions. The United States had never joined the group.
In addition, some of the plans for New York's fair, such as its two-year run,
challenged the Bureau's rule. Nonetheless, Whalen convinced the group to
approve his Fair. Some historians have suggested he gained its endorsement
by erroneously hinting to B.I.E. officials that the United States was on the
verge of signing a membership treaty. 70 As a result of the B.I.E. approval,
sixty nations sponsored official pavilions at the 1939 Fair.
Another essential aspect of the Fair's futurism was its message of
universal appeal. "This is your Fair, built for you and dedicated to you,"
Grover Whalen wrote in The Official Guidebook to the 1939 World's Fair, 71
suggesting that visitors to the Fair were to feel both ownership and pride.
Whalen meant to inspire a sense of civic duty: "we convey to you the picture
of the interdependence of man on man, class on class, nation on nation. We
tell you of the immediate necessity of enlightened and harmonious co
operation to preserve and save the best of our modern civilization." 72 Civic
duty became another commodity fairgoers could exchange with their world.
Another effect of Whalen's words, according to cultural historian Warren
Susman, was to raise a "rhetoric of popular concern" unprecedented at

70Zim et al., 13.
71Official Guidebook 1939. 5.
720 fficia l Guidebook 1939. 5.
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previous expositions.

This concern reflected the 1930s preoccupation with

the notion of "the people." Dedicated to these nebulous individuals, the 1939
Fair became preoccupied with defining who the people were and appealing to
a vision of the average. 73 This goal also meant finding common ground that
could make the Fair relevant to all Americans.
Despite its internationalist themes, the Fair’s vision was uniquely
American, focusing on American accomplishments and visions of progress.
Central to its ideology was the emphasis on the individual that became nearly
an obsession in the 1930s, exemplified by studies like the Lynds’ M iddletown
and even the magazine assignment that inspired James Agee and Walker
Evans' quest for rural America, recorded in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men
(1939).

The Fair's elevation of "the people" also reflected the preoccupation

with notions of the "average" and "typical" that historians have denoted as
characterizing 1930s thought. 74 In myriad ways, the exposition's publicity
materials and events surrounding it promoted this quest for the typical. The
Vox Popular Radio program in 1939 held a poll to select the most typical
American Father, who won a trip to the Fair in 1939. The winner was Guy S.
Buck, a post office employee from Missouri, who was featured in a New York
Times article on his selection. 75 Buck seemed suitably thrilled, informing

73Warren I. Susman, "The People's Fair: Cultural Contradictions o f a
Consumer Society," Dawn o f A New Dav: The New York World's Fair o f 1939-40.
ed. Helen Harrison (New York: New York University Press, 1980) 19.
74 Susman observe that the 1930s saw a new florescence o f the notion o f
"the people:" It was not a new rhetorical flourish, to be sure, but the 1930s
would see it acquire new functions.
Never very precise as an ideological
concept, it was now used to summon up notable outpourings o f feelings to
provide—som ehow--an em otional base for an entire nation." (Susman, "The
People's Fair," 17). He notes later:"Nothing is more characteristic o f the 1930s
vision o f the people than the concept o f typical or the average," and suggests
that the Fair made use of this vision. (22)
7 ^'"Typical' Father Here with Family," The New York Tim es. 18 June
1939.
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The Times that when his wife told him he had won, "I though [sic] she was
kidding. Then I became all a quiver. What a thrill! We could not sleep a
wink that night, just like a couple of kids." 76 Fair planners also built three
"typical American homes" for the second year of the Fair. In 1940, Gibson
suggested a contest to select the "most typical American family in each state,"
with the winner receiving an all-expense-paid week at the Fair. He described
the projected homes as "two little houses, two typical American homes; they
will be some distance apart, they will have white picket fences around them
and little plantings. . . . The same type to be found all over the United States
for $3000 or $3500."77
In order to increase the Fair’s appeal, its promoters sought to
incorporate it into everyday life. Films publicizing the fair filtered into
moviehouses across the country, approved vendors sold countless souvenirs
expressing the fair's themes, and a gala New Year's Eve festival featuring the
Fair ushered in 1939. The Fair's official newspaper, The New York World's
Fair World, reported that, "The birth of 1939 will be hailed by millions of
merrymakers from Times Square to Hollywood Boulevard as the 'dawn of a
New Day'—a day of peace and progress in the lives of nations and peoples.
Taking their thought from the Fair's forward-looking theme. . . the festivities
will seek to instill in men’s minds the thought that 'things will be fine in
'39.'" The World expected celebrations to include the playing of the theme
7 6 "'Typical’ Father."
77Minutes, Meeting o f National Advisory Committee on Women's
Participation, 13 February 1940, 5. In the Mary Pillsbury Lord Papers,
Schlesinger Library,* Radcliffe College, Cambridge, MA. (Mrs. Lord, an active
social worker and public servant, and wife o f textile manufacturer Oswald B.
Lord, was chair o f this committee beginning in January 1940.
In 1960, she
became a United States Representative to the U.N., and was active in securing
foreign participation in the 1964-65 New York World's Fair, traveling overseas
with a contingent that included former NY Governor Charles Poletti, Director
o f Foreign Participation for that exposition.
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song at midnight, decorative World's Fair banners, and abundant
reproductions of the Trylon and Perisphere motif.78 These expectations were
not disappointed. On New Year's Day, the New York Herald-Tribune
reported that, "New Yorkers who had been prey to fears and worries of one
sort or another during the year 1938 cut loose. . . last night and welcomed 1939
with the loudest, most populous and ribald greeting accorded a New Year in
the city for many a cold December moon."79 The Fair was integral to their
celebration: "To start the Fair's year, banners, bunting, and flags peculiar to
that organization were distributed among hotels, clubs and restaurants."
Fireworks exploded over the fair grounds, and even private parties reflected
the Fair’s theme, "Dawn of a New Day."80 In Times Square, the Fair
provided what The New York Times called the "novelty" in the festivities,
co-sponsoring the appearance of "Broadway's Girl of Tomorrow," who
emerged from a "snow-white perisphere" to greet the city. The eighteen-year
old from Queens who claimed this honor, clothed in a strapless dress in
freezing cold temperatures, had won a contest requiring that "she must
intrigue, she must attract/w ith hellion ways and still with fact/w ith blue
brown eyes and blonde brunette locks/the 1939 paradox." 81 The Fair became
an apt symbol for a new year that would, many hoped, mean the renewal of
prosperity and the end of the Depression struggle.

78The New York World's Fair World 1939. Vol. One, No. 5 :1. NYPL 1939-40,
Box 263.
79«i939 Greeting Most Gay and Noisy in Years," New York HeraldTribune, 1 January 1939, 1.
80"Fair is M otif as Thousands Dance in 1939," New York Herald-Tribune,
1 January 1939, 14.
8 ^ ’World's Fair' Egg' hatches in Times Square and 'Broadway's Girl o f
Tomorrow' Steps Out," The New York Times 1 January 1939: 20. "New Day Dawns
on 5th Ave at 9:30 Today" The New York Herald Tribune 29 December 1938:17.
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The third major component of the Fair's futurism lay in its emphasis
on technology and its assertion that the harmonious world the Fair projected
could be achieved through scientific advances. A living hero of science even
turned out to help with the ceremonies: Albert Einstein flipped the switch to
inaugurate the Fair's lighting system.82 The future the Fair's exhibits
envisioned depended heavily on technological innovations. These ranged
from items specific to the home, like modernized gas appliances, air
conditioning, and newfangled bathtubs, to exhibits like the Theme Center's
Democracity and General Motors' Futurama, which displayed images of how
the entire society would be changed in the years to come, from the structure
of cities and towns to roads, cars and the organization of labor. 83 The entire
fair was a temple to science and progress.

General Motors' Futurama, which

portrayed a vision of the American city as it would appear in 1960, drew the
largest overall attendance of any exhibit at the fair, approximately 28,000
visitors each day. 84 The exhibit focused on futuristic cars and transportation
improvements, exemplifying the way technological advances were to be the
mainspring of change.
The fair's theme exhibit, "Democracity," occupied the Perisphere,
offering visitors—who ascended "the longest moving electric stairway in the
world"—a vista of a future city "symbolical. . . of the interdependence of man
with his fellow and of humanity's age-old quest for knowledge, increased
leisure and happiness."85 In this metropolis of one million people, homes
were located in satellites outside the city, connected by broad roads to its
82Cohen et al., 2.
^ Official Guidebook 1939. 44, 88-93, 208.
^ S ta n ley Appelbaum, ed. The New York World’s Fair 1939-40 (New York:
Dover, 1977) 19-21.
^ O f f i c i a l Guidebook 1939. 44-45.
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center. Visitors to the exhibit watched marching men approach the city, each
representing a different group such as farmers or mechanics.86 The voices
sang this tune: "'We're the rising tide come from far and w ide,/ Marching
side by side on our way, /For a brave new world, Tomorrow's w orld,/ That
we shall build today.'" 87 This rising tide of individuals—just regular folks,
farmers, laborers, children—implied that the future of America belonged to
everyone, and with the right tools, everyone could help create it.

Built by

renowned industrial designer Henry Dreyfuss, who received $25,000 for his
labor,88 the government-sponsored Democracity contained recognizable
elements of the country's present and past. It pictured not a radically changed
world, but one characterized by improvements on current twentieth-century
circumstances. Familiar aspects of life like cities, roads, divisions of labor and
social classes were not eliminated; rather, they were improved so that their
negative aspects became positive. Whereas class differences might prove a
source of conflict in 1939, in Democracity, people's identity as members of a
particular group strengthened their power to effect change. Appropriately,
the government-sponsored exhibit reflected elements of New Deal programs
like the National Recovery Administration. Though declared
unconstitutional by the Supreme Court, the NRA had promoted themes of
cooperation that resonated in the Fair. So, too, the Public Works
Administration enacted the exposition's ideal of interdependence. By
creating government-sponsored road-building projects, the PWA employed
individuals while improving the nation as a whole. "Democracity" used the
New Deal as its blueprint for the World of Tomorrow.

860 fficia l Guidebook. 44-45.
87Marquis, 207.
88Marquis, 205, 209.
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The child of another famous designer, Norman Bel Geddes, General
Motors’ Futurama provided a different glimpse into a future America. Bel
Geddes built the model in less than two years, earning $200,000 from GM. 89
Seated in moving chairs, visitors to Futurama overlooked an American city
of 1960 that had miraculously overcome the problems of city congestion and
transportation.90 Careful urban planning had built parks, eliminated
pollution, and created 100 mile-per-hour highways for fast transportation.91
Upon leaving the General Motors pavilion, visitors received an ”1 Have Seen
the Future" button92—thus bestowing on them official membership in an elite
society of time-traveler s. The button was a twist on progressive reformer
Lincoln Steffen’s oft-quoted remark, upon visiting the Soviet Union during
the World War I peace talks, "I have seen the future and it works." The Fair
saw a future too—but one solidly rooted in democratic ideals. As Marquis
notes, the Futurama presented a world created by private enterprise while
Democracity reflected the results of government planning and action. Both
may have fulfilled a similar function, however.93 Each exhibit gave visitors
the message that a grand future, with new, better consumable goods, was
possible for them through the sponsorship of an institution like big business
or the government.

The vision of harmony strongly, if not always subtly,

89Marquis, 202-203, 209.
90Official Guidebook. 208.
9 S h e ld o n J. Reaven, "New Frontiers: Science and Technology at the
Fair." R em em b erin g . 114-115.
92Larry Zim, Mel Lemer, Herbert Rolfes, The World o f Tomorrow (New
York: Harper & Row, 1988) 12.
9 3 Marquis, 208. Marquis notes that both exhibits represented an attempt
to quell the uprise of popular culture: "The Futurama and Democracity
represented two contrasting schem es for buying o ff those menacing m asses
with largely m aterialistic promises."
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boosted democracy, providing a contrast with the rise of Fascism and
communism in Europe.
Infused throughout the strands of the Fair's futurism was a tribute to
America's history. In honoring the country's past through exhibits and
promotional materials, the Fair gave its futuristic orientation a reassuring
grounding in history. Progress would merely mean movement along a
familiar path. Indeed, the values that had built the United States (according to
the Fair) were the key to the changes Fair exhibits predicted. To emphasize
these historical themes, the Fair highlighted the historic event it marked:
"the one hundred and fiftieth anniversary of the inauguration of George
Washington as the first President of the United States of America, and of the
establishment of the Federal Government in the city of New York, the first
capital of the nation."94
Certainly, the historical motive for the Fair was, in a sense, only an
excuse for a business deal. Organizers hoped the Fair would lift New York
out of the depression by creating jobs, drawing visitors, and reviving a
flagging real estate market. As one scholar observes, "To the business men
who financed the fair and created the World’s Fair corporation to administer
it, the inspiration was neither an occasion nor anniversary, much less a
patriotic impulse. Such things came later. The motive was business pure and
simple, and the likely inspiration, the Chicago Century of Progress exposition
in 1939-40, financially successful against great odds in the worst years of the
Depression. "95 One New York Times article said the Fair "takes just one
backward glance; it celebrates the 150th anniversary of the inauguration, in
this city, of George Washington as first President of the United States. Then it
94Press Release, 23 October 1935, NYPL 1939-40, Box 1012.
95Zim et al., 9.
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looks resolutely ahead. . . "96 But that backward glance was crucial to the
Fair's brand of futurism.
The Fair paid tribute to George Washington with a re-enactment of his
inauguration, and promotional materials such as A Trip to the Fair with
Bobby and Betty stressed the first President’s central importance in the event.
The promotional children's book made Washington a real character, coming
from the past to observe the changes present-day Americans had wrought. 97
At the actual Fair, a statue of Washington faced the Theme Center, linking
the Fair's tribute to the past with its grasp of the future. The United States
Exhibit displayed historical documents "reminiscent of the Nation's
traditions" and featured murals telling about "the Nation's rise, problems
and aspirations." 98 And the Official Guidebook of the Fair restated the
importance of the anniversary, offering a disclaimer to any who might
perceive it as merely incidental:
The founders of the Fair were early persuaded that this
anniversary was more than the opportunity to build a great
exposition with a purely commemorative theme. To them the
future, pregnant with high destiny, seemed even more
meaningful than the past with all its fateful achievements.
Washington and his colleagues had, with courageous vision,
charted a course out of dangerous seas. . . .Those who formulated
the theme determined that emulation was the highest tribute-that the Fair should attempt to accomplish in our day what
Washington and his contemporaries did in theirs.99
The Fair's futurism was more than a response to its times or an ideology of
the moment. Rather, its visions reflected a longstanding tradition that saw

96"Here Is The Fair," 3.
97Whalen, A Trip to the Fair. 18-22.
" Official Guidebook 1939. 151.
" Official Guidebook 1939, 41.
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America as a country of the future. To market its vision, the Fair would
create a complex promotional network. For, as much as it was entertainment
or educational tool, the Fair was also a product, and planners needed to
convince the public to become consumers of their creation.

Chapter Two: Selling the 1939 World’s Fair

Fair Corporation members, exhibitors and designers had concocted an
elaborate spectacle for the public to see. But if no one came, the effort would
be for nothing. Publicity and promotion were essential parts of the Fair's
strategy for conveying its message and drawing the consumers it needed for
its product to be a success. Thus, the Fair's official theme in 1939, "Building
the World of Tomorrow," can be viewed as a type of advertising slogan.
Attending the exposition was an expensive venture, and promoters needed to
convince the public that the investment was worthwhile.

Visitors to the

exposition became consumers the moment they bought tickets, souvenirs,
food, or paid for transportation. The right to see the Future cost 75 cents for
adults in 1939.1 Once inside, fair-goers needed to pay for certain exhibits and
amusements, for transportation within the grounds, and, of course, for food.
A day at the Fair might have required a significant expenditure. To make the
cost appear worthwhile, Fair promotion tried to show that visitors were
purchasing not only a few days of entertainment, but a stake in the future
itself. Along with their tickets, people bought a vision of international peace,
technological prowess, and individual empowerment.

The Fair sold its

ideas by describing them in terms that evoked magic, hope, and wonder, by

1Official Guidebook 1939. 17.
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impressing visitors with numbers and superlatives and by attempting to
satisfy a variety of tastes and interests.
The 1939 Fair represented an ingenious combination of themes that
played upon the cultural context of the times and incorporated everyone in
its promising visions. Financial success, however, required more than
inspirational messages. The exposition fashioned a promotional machine
dedicated to churning out the exposition’s message across the country and the
world. The institutionalized nature of the promotional machine—which
would become even more evident with the 1964 exposition-reflected the
corporate nature of the Fair itself.
The vast Promotion Division of 1939 contained several sub-units that
included merchandising, special events, and women's participation. It also
had specific media units—press, radio, and newsreels—and a "heads of
program" unit to coordinate events, with divisions for entertainments, arts,
and sports.2 The machine's message took many forms: promotional short
film clips shown in moviehouses nationwide, books, photographs and the
thousands of releases issued to local, national and foreign press. These
promotional efforts shared several qualities: use of high-flown, melodramatic
language, superlatives and statistics and a joint appeal to the educational and
entertaining aspects of the Fair.
The promotional children's tale, A Trip to the World's Fair with
Bobby and Betty (1938) exemplifies the way Fair promotion interwove the
themes of the exposition and skillfully attempted to appeal to a variety of
needs and interests. Part of a series on American sights that included works
on New York and Washington D.C., the book, written by Grover Whalen "as
2 Official Guidebook of the New York World's Fair 1939 (New York:
Exposition Publications, 1939) 222.
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told to Elsie-Jean," evokes the fairy-tale nature of the fair. The story begins in
a supposedly typical American home, where Betty and Bobby (about ten and
eleven years old) are preparing for bed and clamoring to hear a bed-time story
from their father. At this fortuitous moment Grover Whalen arrives at the
front door and offers to play story-teller. As he speaks, the two children are
magically transported to the Fair. Whalen becomes their guide, answering
their questions and piquing their curiosity.
The fantastical nature of the setting emerges at the start. Whalen asks
the children where they'd like to go, and Betty replies, "Over the Rainbow
Bridge and into the land where dreams come true."3 And so they're off to
the Fair—the "World of Tomorrow." The scene evokes L. Frank Baum's The
Wizard of Oz (1900), to be released as a film in 1939, in its magical
transportation of the two children from the regular world to a brighter one.
The imagery in the opening section of this text mimics that of any traditional
children's fairy story, complete with genii, flowers, magic, music, and
described by words like "gay," "glitter," and "enchanted." 4 Whalen shows the
children that the fairy stories they cherish can come true, and that the future—
and past—of America can themselves be fairy stories. He invokes the past in
the form of George Washington, one of the first figures the children see upon
entering the fair. Like a knight of old, Washington arrives on a "shining
white horse," hailed by the sound of trumpets and an inspirational speaker:

We are here to honor you and to thank you for our present form
of government. . . We want you to see the progress we have
3Grover Whalen, as told to Elsie-Jean. A Trip to the World's Fair with
Bobbv and Bettv. (New York: Dodge Publishing Company, 1938) 10.
4 Whalen, A Trip. 11-15.
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made. . . our way of living has been altered, and if you find this
world of ours new and startling, we hope you will find it
improved and a little better than when you left it.5

The Fair of the present pays tribute to the past, but remains confident that the
changes Washington sees do represent progress, regardless of his reaction to
them .
Bobby and Betty also discover the Fair's internationalism and technical
marvels. The proprietors of the Brazilian pavilion are "our Brazilian
friends," and the exhibit halls are "homes."6 Everything intrigues the
children, from the scientific exhibits and the "beautiful," "wholesome,"
modern dairy plant to the children's world, where they can ride on a camel
or in a gondola, watch marionettes, or take in a pet show. Bobby and Betty
unites typical fairy-tale techniques with the progressive realities of modern
science and politics. The text also stresses the helpful friendliness of the Fair's
employees. The guards, bus drivers, and booth attendants offer information
unasked, much in the way that the Scarecrow in the film version of The
Wizard of Oz would speak to Dorothy as she pondered which direction to
follow on the Yellow Brick Road: "This way's very nice. Of course, that way's
good too. . . " As Bobby and Betty contemplate their surroundings, a helpful
guard advises them: "'Look Betty! The light from the tall tower shines all
over the place. I wonder what we will find in there.' 'If you turn to your
left,' said a guard, 'You will find something I am sure you will like.'" 7
When Bobby tells Whalen, "you're the only one around here who can tell us
everything we want to know," he reminds the boy, "There'll be plenty of

5Whalen, A Trip. 18.
^Whalen, A Trin. 53ff.
7Whalen, A Trip.46.
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guides to give you information."8 The guides do provide information, but in
so doing they structure the way the children experience the Fair. Obedient to
the end, Bobby and Betty welcome their aid.
Certainly the style and structure of Bobby and Betty's story are geared to
children. Yet the lesson contained in A Trip to the Fair with Bobby and Betty
represents in essence the message for all fair-goers, who were meant to find at
the exposition the magical fusion of past accomplishments and future goals,
in a world where science, technology and the future were accessible to all
individuals, and where entertainment was everywhere because everything
(even a scientific exhibit, such as a dairy or an aviation display) was
entertaining. The only thing visitors had to do to enjoy these wonders was
agree to consume: first, by purchasing a day at the Fair, and then, if they chose,
by becoming consumers of the types of goods displayed.
Promotional film clips released across the country reflected similar
themes.

They fostered a yearning for times to come, while simultaneously

stressing older values that emphasized family, education and national
history. Like Bobby and Betty's story, they taught that the Fair contained
something to satisfy all visitors and thus presented the ideal vacation
destination for a family of varying tastes and interests. One such film,
distributed nationally free of charge by the Westinghouse Corporation,
depicted a family's experience at the fair. It couched its message in the
rhetoric of the times, naming its family the "Middletons," perhaps a reference
to the Lynd's 1929 work, M iddletown, which chronicled the lives of residents
of Muncie, Indiana. The Americans portrayed in the Lynds' work inhabited a
world that, by the turn of the century, was dictated by consumer desires. The

8Whalen, A Trip. 23.
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Lynds note that in Middletown, "new tools and inventions have been the
most prolific breeders of change," citing the changes in leisure resulting from
the invention of the automobile and changes in political campaigning
strategies as a result of radio and the linotype.9 The Westinghouse film, and,
indeed, the Fair itself, revitalized these themes, describing how average
Americans could experience the Fair and the technologies it offered to
transform their world.10
The film called upon Americans' common experience of the
Depression, by beginning with a father and son discussing hard times and the
challenge of finding jobs and achieving success. The Fair becomes the
antidote to these problems, as the father tells Bud: "Now, son. . . you’re the
reason we came here all the way from Indiana. I’ve heard all the talkers. Now
I'm going to show you the doers."11 The Middletons experience the fair with
verve and enthusiasm, lingering mainly (not surprisingly) in the
Westinghouse exhibit, where they apparently find enough to occupy them
even without venturing into the rest of the Fair. The contents of the
Westinghouse pavilion epitomize the offerings throughout the exposition.
Inside the corporate exhibit, the family encounters new technologies like a
dishwasher and a robot named"Electro". The film reinforces family values
by illustrating the Middletons' ties to each other, the importance of ancestry
(Grandmother travels with them), and upholding traditional views of
marriage by inserting a romance between the Middleton daughter and one of

9Robert S. Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd, Middletown. A Study in Modem
American Culture (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1929) 499.
10The narrator of the documentary that excerpts the film notes that the
characters in the promotional film exem plified middle America: "Mom, Dad,
Babs, son Bud—what we thought o f as typically American in 1939. . . The sort of
average Americans for whom the fair was designed."(The World o f Tomorrow.!
^W estinghouse film excerpted in The World o f Tomorrow.
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the Westinghouse employees. Traditional gender roles appear in other ways:
one demonstration features a dishwasher illustrated by a competition
between two housewives: "Mrs. M odern/' and "Mrs. Drudge." Naturally,
"Mrs. Drudge," who lacks a Westinghouse dishwasher, loses the cleanliness
com petition.12
In another promotional film, "All's Fair at the Fair," a somewhat
unsophisticated couple heads for New York, accompanied by music like
"You're sure to meet Tom, Dick and Harry, and maybe the one you'll
eventually marry." In this animated short film, the couple spouts phrases like
"Well, I never," as they experience the wonders of the exposition, including
an orange tree that grows up before their eyes, producing a freshly-squeezed
glass of juice to quench their thirst. When tired of walking, they purchase a
car from a machine. When fatigued, they head into a barber shop, where
attentive workers re-make them into more energetic, more sophisticated
individuals. Tellingly, the Fair's barber shop transforms these people from
stereotypical country bumpkins into model city sophisticates. After the
makeover, their clothes look more stylish, they no longer wear glasses, and
the woman's hair is a different color. The notion of being able to re-make
oneself through use of consumable goods would emerge elsewhere in 1930s
culture. Once again, The Wizard of Oz film reflected similar ideals as the
Fair. When Dorothy and her friends reach the Emerald City, their first stop
(mandatory) is a salon, where Dorothy's hair is redone, the Scarecrow re
stuffed and his paint touched up, the Tin Woodman oiled and shined, and
the Lion's fur curled and adorned with bows. The couple in the Fair

12The World of Tomorrow.
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promotional film change themselves in order to fit into the world of the
future.
Promotion for the 1939 Fair used a language all its own to express the
exposition's attractions. For the most part, this language consisted of
countless superlatives and statistics.

Promotional literature overwhelmed

visitors with the very quantity of tangible and intangible goods available for
visual or actual consumption.

In announcing its inception, Fair planners

proclaimed their venture to be both different and the best of its kind. The
first press release about the exhibition stated, "Plans have just been completed
for a great World's Fair, to be held in New York in 1939-40. The Plan. . . will. .
. look toward the creation of a larger and more interesting exposition than
was opened in Chicago two years ag o .. . "13 Following this release, The New
York Times duly reported that "The greatest world's fair in history.. . will be
held in 1939 and 1940 on a tract exceeding 1000 acres, according to a program
outlined yesterday."14 In its acreage, cost, ambitious landscape planning, and
proposed number of participants, the 1939 New York World's Fair far
outstripped previous ventures. It comprised 1216 acres, twice as large as 1893's
Columbian Exposition, and cost a total of $155,000,000, making it the most
expensive Fair ever. Chicago's Century of Progress Exposition in 1933, which
turned a profit, cost only $33 million.15
The Official Guidebook of the Fair also listed superlatives and stressed
the venture's unique aspects. In describing the Perisphere, the book notes,
"Never before in history has man undertaken to build a globe of such

13Press Release, 23 Sept. 1935, NYPL 1939-40, Box 1012.
14"Great World's Fair for City in 1939, on Site in Queens." The New York
T im es 23 September 1935: 1:1.
15"Here is the Fair," The New York Times 30 April 1939: VIII,3.
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tremendous proportions.Ml6 The Guidebook described the Theme Center in
hyperbolic, melodramatic language: ’’towering," "piercing the sky," "huge,"
"lofty," "magnificent," "luminous."17 The opening pages of the book call the
fair "the greatest international exposition in history,"18 and nearly any page
in the guidebook, designed as the definitive text for Fair visitors to take with
them, contains similarly textured prose. The Fair presented visitors with a
series of "never-before" events that they could catalogue among their
experiences, including "the first television broadcast of a speech by an
American president. The first public use of fluorescent lighting. The first
kodachrome transparencies and color home-movie film. The first noiseless
fireworks. The first 3-D film viewed through Polaroid glasses. The first use
of nylon, Lucite, and Plexiglass. " 19 In addition to tickets, ideas, food and
souvenirs, the Fair sold experiences that could become unique memories.
Another crucial element in the Fair's promotional strategy was the
fusion of education and entertainment. Any exposition faced the dilemma of
whether to focus more on its practical financial goals, its high-flown ideology,
or its potential for sheer fun.

On the one hand, fairs needed to draw a vast

number of visitors. To do this, they had to convince people that a fair would
be fun. Yet the ideals they projected could not be satisfied by a mere
conglomeration of entertainments. Fairs could not be merely an amusement
parks along the lines of New York's Coney Island.

Rather, cultural and

educational goals were essential. Chicago's Columbian Exposition of 1893
remains a classic example of these separate agendas. Fair organizers solved

^ O fficial
17O fficial
18Official
19Steven

Guidebook. 43.
Guidebook. 43.
Guidebook. 7.
Heller, "introduction," Cohen et al., 4.
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the dilemma by isolating the entertainment—dancers, sideshows, certain
international exhibits—on the Midway, apart from the White City that housed
the Fair's monuments to science, architecture and government. 20 In 1939,
planners sought simultaneously to satisfy the conflicting demands of
highbrow and lowbrow culture in order to attract a wide range of people to
the Fair. 21 They hoped to realize the Fair's high cultural ambitions without
sacrificing popular appeal.
The 1939 Fair in New York, like Chicago before it, physically separated
its entertainment area, in a space along the edge of "Fountain Lake." It also
staunchly downplayed the importance of this area, calling it the Amusement
Zone, and asserting in the Guidebook, "the Fair has no old-fashioned
Midway." 22 One historian argues that Whalen double-talked his way
around the need for entertainment by refusing to call the area a Midway, in
order to hide planners' embarrassment at the need to provide low-brow
appeal. 23 At the same time, educational sub-texts crept into the
entertainment area. In 1939 the Amusement Area claimed to satisfy a variety
of tastes: "the romantic and the realistic, the fantastic and the impressive, the
unique and the weird." 24 But education was not forgotten. Among the
exhibits was "Admiral Byrd's Penguin Island," which showed penguins in a
reproduction of Byrd's South Pole camp. 25 The rides reflected the scientific
miracles portrayed elsewhere in the Fair. Bobsled facsimile ride held the sleds

20john F. Kasson, Amusing the Million (New York: Hill & Wang) 23.
21 Indeed, in Hopes and A shes. Marquis argues that this conflict between
high and low culture can be used to characterize the period between 1929 and
1939 and proved a decisive factor in cultural change in that period.
220 fficia l Guidebook, 50.
23Cohen, et al., 54.
24Official Guidebook 1939. 49.
^ Official Guidebook 1939. 51.
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"to their course by centrifugal force," while the International Parachuting
tower ran eleven parachutes, linked to the top of the tower by a cable.
Visitors occupied seats under the parachute, and dropped 250 feet to the
ground." As well as providing a thrill, this ride "is also a type of parachute
jump similar to that which the armies of the world use in early stages of
training for actual parachute jumping." 26 Simulating a genuine,
professional military jump must have increased the thrill for visitors,
especially in a world on the verge of war. The focal point of the Amusement
Area's children's center reflected the fair's international emphasis in its
"'Trip Around the World,' a vast geographical display whose many
amusement devices dramatize the interdependence of young Americans with
the youth of other lands."27 In the end, the Amusement Area remained a
Midway in every way but its name. Even a freak show, diplomatically titled
"Strange as it Seems" held a prominent place in the amusement zone.28 The
Amusement Area also encompassed theaters, restaurants, rides, shows,
representations of New York in the 1890s, England in Shakespeare's time and
Holland's Zuider Zee. Exhibits included "strange people from remote lands
which you have read about: pygmies, for instance, from the dark forests of
central Africa. . . Ubangi tribesmen from French Equatorial Africa, strange
black beings with enormous distended lip s .. . here you may stare in awe at
the giraffe-necked women from Padeung, in the mysterious north of India."29
260 fficia l G uidebookl939. 53, 59.
270fficia l Guidebook 1939. 55.
28Robert Bogdan, Freak Show: Presenting Human Oddities for
Amusem ent and Profit (Chicago: UChicago, 1988) 54. Freak shows were relics
o f the nineteenth century, that, according to Bogdan were beginning to go out
o f style even before New York's expositions, partly because o f advances in
scientific research that made so-called freaks more explainable and less
fa s h io n a b le .
290 fficia l Guidebook 1939. 49-50.
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By appealing to popular fascination with the exotic and reflecting the racist
prejudices held by many Americans, the Fair enacted the cultural
imperialism that, according to historian Robert Rydell, was the legacy of fairs
past. 30 Despite its showcasing of progress and internationalism, the 1939
Fair presented a vision predominantly white, male and American.
Even as the Amusement Zone infused education into its
entertainment, the educational areas provided elements of entertainment,
from moving ramps and robots to fireworks.

The Fair's color-coded, zoned

structure resembled a children's board game, implying that, although the
Fair was serious, it was also fun.

Westinghouse's robot "Electro," the

Guidebook noted, "talks, sees, smells, sings, and counts with his fingers." 31
Though eight feet high, he appeared as a friendly, non-threatening instance of
science made human. General Motors’ "Futurama," while attempting to
provide both a plug for the company and an inspirational, thoughtprovoking glance at a future world, gave visitors some of the thrills they
might find in the amusement zone. "Magic chairs" carried fair-goers over
GM’s panorama of slumless cities, parklands, and smooth highways, where
"they experience the sensation of traveling hundreds of miles and viewing
the scenes from a low-flying airplane."32 Long lines of people queued outside
Futurama each day, and in a Gallup Poll survey, respondents mentioned
GM's display most frequently as the best-liked display at the fair.33
3®In All the World's a Fair. Rydell argues that the ethnocentrism of
scientific exhibits at America's fairs between 1876 and 1916 reflected the
country's imperialist tendencies and helped foster the racist eugenicist ideas
that prevailed at the time.
31 Official Guidebook 1939. 195.
320 ffic ia l Guidebook. 208.
33Stanley Appelbaum, ed. The New York World's Fair 1939-40 (New York:
Dover, 1977) 19-21. Com and Horrigan, 47. The Gallup Poll. Vol. One 1935-1948,
154.
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Despite the fair's fusion of cultural forms, it was sometimes criticized
for being too esoteric to maintain widespread appeal. The Fair's financial
difficulties were clear by the end of the 1939 season, as attendance and profits
were both far below predictions.

Fair historian Steven Heller notes,

"attendance never came up to expectations, as polls noted the curious popular
belief that the World of Tomorrow would be too highbrow for the average
man. Admission prices were also high by 1939 standards; a day at the Fair
might cost five to seven dollars, while a good meal at Bickford's and a movie
at the Roxy were less than fifty cents."34 In response to the financial crisis,
Gibson revamped the entertainment area for the 1940 season, in an attempt to
spark attendance and increase profits.35 Gibson added racier performances,
demonstrating that, where money was concerned, the Fair could compromise
its principles. 36
The entertainment area exemplified the role of the visitor at the fair,
reducing it to its lowest common denominator. Visitors at the Fair, and
citizens of the future America, were to be entertained. They would be
provided with choices of homes, appliances, or thrilling rides, and would
need only to select the one they wanted. Once they accepted the role of
consumer, the Fair told them, all the choices it laid forth were theirs.
One way the Fair’s promotional division sought to convey its messages
was through the popular press. Headed by Perley Boone, the Press
Department for the 1939 World's Fair farmed out countless press releases
(more than 72 from June 1936 through December alone) and tabulated the
coverage the fair received in periodic reports, collecting clippings and
34 Heller, "Introduction," Cohen et al., 5.
35Whalen remained as President, however, and Corporation files make
little, if any, mention o f the change in financial leadership.
3^The World o f Tomorrow .
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counting inches of coverage in newspapers within New York, outside, and
across the world. The Fair also published two newsletters of its own, the
W orld's Fair B ulletin , a newsmagazine that lasted for nine issues, and the
W orld's Fair W orld , published four times.37

These publications were sent to

more than 40,000 individuals ranging from exhibitors and concessionaires to
local and national politicians, women’s committee members, travel agencies
and advertising agencies. As planning for the fair progressed, the press
department grew increasingly sophisticated. The early press releases for the
fair appear typed on thin paper without a letterhead and often without dates.
By the time the twenty-second release was issued, the press department had
adopted official stationery with Per ley Boone's name at the top. By April,
1939, a few weeks before Opening Day, press releases appeared on more
stylized paper with a larger logo and an arty sketch of the Trylon and
Perisphere in the background. 38
In 1938, a report issued by the Press Department noted its successes.
Between July of 1936 and October 1938, it reported, the Fair had been
mentioned in more than 65,000 daily papers outside New York, 45,000 in New
York City, more than 2500 magazines and more than 48,000 times in nation
wide weekly papers.39 The Department of Press attributed the massive
coverage to its own journalistic professionalism and "rigid test of news
value":

37The Bulletin had a circulation of 30,000 and the World 220,000, with
aggregate circulations (based on estimated number o f readers per issue) o f
378,000 and 3,588,000. (Summary: Department o f Press Results. July 1936-Oct. 11,
1938," NYPL 1939-40, Box 1012.)
38Press Releases o f the 1939-40 World's Fairs, NYPL 1939-40, Box 1012
and 1015.
39"Summary: Department o f Press Results," NYPL 1939-40, 1.
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By sticking to facts, by shunning all ballyhoo, while at the same
time making our releases interesting and readable, we have
established a standing with the newspapers and magazines of
America comparable to that of the Associated Press, United
Press, and International News Service. Our releases are
universally accepted as accurate, trustworthy and of importance
without any element of triviality or buffoonery.40

The promotional department's claim to professionalism was more than
propaganda. Though no New York Times, its standards reflected those of
the Associated Press. In the late nineteenth century, wire services developed
a reputation for adhering to fact, in contrast to the flagrant yellow journalism
of the 1890s. 41 The AP had moved away from this identity by the 1930s,
beginning to follow the investigative and interpretive trends of major
newspapers. 42 However, the wire services left a legacy of "objectivity” that
the Fair's press department quickly embraced. As a self-serving publicity
machine, the promotional department was already suspect and needed to
prove that it could provide reliable facts. 43 The promotional department for
the 1939 World's Fair was very much aware of the crucial role the press could
play in making the venture a success. Selling the Fair required
overwhelming the public with a combination of facts and feelings and the
press supplied a vehicle for doing so.
The New York press carried out the mission of selling the Fair,
bombarding readers with news articles, editorials praising the event and, once

4 0 "Summary: Department of Press Results," NYPL 1939-40, 15.
4 M ich a el Schudson, Discovering the News: A Social History of
American Newspapers (New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1978) 4-5.
42Schudson, 190.
4 3 Schudson, 133-44. Here Schudson discusses the way the development
o f public relations departments made journalists wary because the facts
promotional workers presented would necessarily be slanted to reflect their
own ends.
Public relations met with a skeptical reception from the press.

57

the exposition had opened, vivid descriptions. The press faced an odd task in
covering the Fair. Though the exposition was unquestionably a newsworthy
event with economic ramifications for the city, it was also a spectacle almost
more worthy of review than of news coverage. The press coverage of the Fair
reflects its ambivalent position as planned, constructed news. The sheer
volume of press coverage on the exposition is one of the most striking
characteristics of the New York printed media's response. Following the
preliminary announcement of the Fair in September 1935, The New York
Times ran more than sixty articles on the event by the end of the year,
including five editorials. Some were short news briefs, but most were fulllength news stories on topics that generally involved either financing for the
Fair, the city's involvement in planning or site preparation, as well as one
lengthy by-lined Sunday feature that described the process of Fair-making. If
the press releases preserved in the Corporate Files represent an accurate
sampling, the media's voluntary coverage of the Fair exceeded the number of
releases issued by the promotional department of the Fair Corporation. Fewer
than ten press releases from this period remain.44
Press attention only increased as the Fair drew closer. A Press
Department report issued in 1938 totalled coverage for daily papers in New
York at 45,000 clippings between July 1936 and October 1938, and 65,093 for
papers outside the city.45 Since these papers, which included The New York
Times, the New York Herald-Tribune, and The Daily Mirror, had very
different personalities, they must have reached a wide and varied audience.
Also, papers such as The New York Times served both a national and local
44NYPL 1939-40, Box 1012.
4 5 "Summary, Department of Press Results," July 1936-Oct. 11 1938. NYPL
1964-65. Box 1012. This represented an average of 2 1/2 columns of text per day
on the Fair in each city paper. "Summary, 1-6."
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audience, and, in the case of the Herald-Tribune, an international audience as
well. Magazines and periodicals provided a proportionately vast amount of
coverage. Total clippings in American magazines and periodicals in this time
period came to 2, 511, in publications like the Saturday Evening Post, Ladies'
Home Tournal, Colliers, LIFE, TIME, Parent's Magazine, The New Yorker,
Town and Country, and many more. 46 The Press Department issued visual
as well as verbal information about the Fair; by August 1938, more than
122,180 photographs had been distributed to trade publications, newspapers,
schools, and other outlets.47 To Director of Press Perley Boone and his staff,
these numbers indicated widespread acceptance of their promotional
materials.

Indeed, many of the articles were positive, and New York papers

often ran news stories in which paragraph after paragraph restated a speech by
a fair official at a luncheon or ceremony—often directly reproducing press
releases issued at the event.
Opening Day coverage for the 1939 World's Fair indicates the buoyant
mood with which the New York press greeted the Fair. The promotional
teams had been especially busy in preparing for Opening Day, distributing
nearly thirty press releases for the April 30 gala, including a series of oneparagraph fillers about the weather, President Roosevelt's speech, and general
background on the day's activities.48 The post-opening day edition of the
Herald-Tribune on May 1, 1939, ran a six-column headline with a photo,
"Half-Million See World's Fair Opening Day: Roosevelt Calls It Symbol of the
Will to Peace." The same page also contained another six-column headline:

^ S u m m a r y , Department of Press Results," July 1936-Oct. 11 1938. NYPL
1964-65. Box 1012, 6, 17.
4 7 Summary, Department of Press Results," July 1936-Oct. 11 1938. NYPL
1964-65. Box 1012, 12.
48 n y PL 1939-40, Press Release Index, Box 1029. Box 1015.
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"Hitler Presses Poles for Route Over Corridor," thus demonstrating the
inherent irony in the Fair's assertion of international unity but also the
timeliness of its plea.49 Within this issue of the paper were thirteen stories
on the Fair, ranging from the lead article, "Crowds Force Gates to Open Before
Time," with a second headline, or drop-hed, that read "Everyone Seems to
Like Show, Finding It even Bigger Than Expected," to descriptions of the Fair
environment: "Light and Color Turn Grounds Into Fairyland," with the
drop-hed, "Crowds Gasp at Beauty of Futuristic Mural Painted by Cosmic Ray
Impulses," to coverage of the re-enactment of Washington's inauguration at
the United States Sub-Treasury Building at Wall Street and Nassau Street in
downtown Manhattan. The lead story began: "The New York World's Fair
1939, designed as an exposition of man's finest achievements, all woven into
a theme showing how the tools of modern civilization will be used to build
the World of Tomorrow, opened its gates yesterday." The story described the
events in melodramatic terms, noting that Roosevelt's welcoming speech
"re-echoed among the tall structures of the vast exhibition area." The
atmosphere story gushed:
Dazzling glories of light and color burst upon the World's Fair
last night in the first official illumination of the grounds,
actuated by the direct force of the mysterious cosmic rays
originating in the blankness of interstellar space. Measured light
flashes of noonday brilliance flared upon the Theme Center,
while bell tones of awesome depth and power swelled and
reverberated over the hushed crowds.50

49New York Herald-Tribune, 1 May 1939.
50 "Light and Color Turn Grounds into Fairyland," New York HeraldTribune 1 May 1939, 1:4.
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In its wording, evocation of space, progress, and mystery, this opening
paragraph reads like many sections from the Official Guidebook to the Fair.
The rest of the lead Opening Day article described the responses of
crowds and fair planners to the day and reflects a certain acceptance of the
grandeur, scope and mythic appeal of the event. The anonymous writer said
that both Whalen and the visitors seemed pleased: "On every hand could be
heard exclamations of astonishment as visitors took in the sweep of the
panorama about them." The article noted that this very panorama might
almost deter visitors, but said so in terms that paid tribute to the scope of the
event:
Men and women in the throng . . . found it impossible on first
acquaintance to comprehend the scope of the thing they were
seeing. Spread out around them were the visible and audible
manifestations of the finest that has been achieved in almost
every form of human endeavor.51

On the one hand, this statement suggested that perhaps the Fair was not quite
as accessible as it claimed and was not the "People's Fair" it had aimed to be.
However, at the same time, the statement suggests that this very scope only
increases the Fair's appeal for visitors. No visitors were consulted for the
article, however; all comments about their responses are portrayed as a
collective consensus.52
In keeping with its more restrained style, The New York Times
described the 1939 Fair somewhat less effusively. The contrast in the two
papers' fair coverage reflects their overall difference in tone. The Times at

5 ^ ’Half-Million See World's Fair On Opening Day,” New York HeraldTribune 1 May 1939, 2.
52 "Half-Million See World's Fair On Opening Day,” 2.
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this period often still ran sombre front pages entirely devoid of photographs,
while the Herald-Tribune occasionally featured headlines like, "Hungry Boy
Hangs Self Rather Than Eat His Pet:/Grief-Stricken as Jobless Father of 5 Says
Bunny Must Die."53 The Times lead story on the Fair's first day, in contrast to
the Tribune's exuberant opening, began:
After three and a half years of preparation, the New York
World's Fair 1939 will be opened at 11 o'clock this
morning. With the Atlantic Fleet in port, the New BronxWhitestone bridge in operation, thousands of visitors
pouring into town overnight by every possible means of
ingress, and all New York anxious to see what the
$155,000,000 "World of Tomorrow" looks like, the Fair
management expects an opening day crowd of 1,000,000.. 54

The Times opening day special section had more room for flowery language.
Its main story, "Here Is the Fair," reproduced the promotional information
Fair planners had assimilated, beginning with a concise listing of
superlatives:
The New York World's Fair is the biggest, the most costly
fair ever held, offering the largest and most varied assortment of
wonders and entertainments ever assembled under one sky.
With its 1216 acres it is three times the size of the current
Golden Gate Fair, twice that of the Columbian Exposition of
1893....
It has cost $155,000,000 as compared with 33 million spent
on Chicago's recent Century of Progress exposition. . ..
It brings together sixty nations, most of the American
states, and exhibitors by thousands from every craft and every
land. 55

53New York Herald-Tribune. 17 October 1935:1.
54"1,000,000 To See Opening/ Gates Open at 11," The New York Times, 30
April 1939: 1:6.
5 5 "Here Is the Fair," The New York Times, 30 April 1939, VIII: 3.
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In describing the range of activities at the Fair, the Times seconded the
exposition's claim to please every taste. In an article titled, "If you Are
Interested In. . .," the writer noted, "The Fair's exhibits and displays construct
an amazing exposition of information, factual and exemplary, in almost
every imaginable field. No visitor, no matter what [his] special interests, need
go away wholly unsatisfied."56 These interests included anatomy, army,
beauty, aurora borealis, cork, coffee, horses, New York City, pottery and
poultry.57 The paper also cited the superlative achievements of the Fair
including, "the world's biggest locomotives, the world’s smallest bonnet and
almost everything in between" and its varied amusements: "antarctic birds,
amazons, midgets, showgirls, toboggan slides, parachute jumps, crazy dance
floors, monkeys, mysterious caravans," and more. 58 Finally, one sentence in
the Times preview encapsulated the Fair’s central thematic mission in words
that would have done its planners proud: "The Fair brings the latest learning
in countless fields and forecasts learning yet to come. It is strong for showing
not things alone but also processes. . . Itdiscloseswhat each individual owes
to the work of other people, and vice versa. 'We’re all one family,' says the
Fair."59 This is a stunningly accurate summation of the Fair's message: the
internationalist theme linked with the notion of individual accomplishment,
based in past achievements upon which to build the future. Like the
guidebook to the Fair, the Times preview couched its coverage in terms of
superlatives and statistics that emphasized the variety of experiences
available to all.

5 6 "if y o u Are Interested In. . .
The New York Times, 30 April 1939,
VIII: 22.
5 7 "If You Are Interested In. . . ," 22-25.
5 8 "Here Is the Fair."
5 9 "Here Is the Fair."
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The day after the Fair opened, the Times' main story on the Fair
focused on individual response to the gala without actually quoting any
visitors: "What they saw was a spectacle of surprising beauty and
magnificence, especially last night when the whole fair and the heavens
above it were bathed in soft glowing colors with the most modern lighting
effects and when fireworks combined with flame, water and color displays in
the Lagoon of Nations, the pools in Constitution Mall and the surface of
Fountain Lake." This was spectacle at its finest, and even the slightly stuffy
Times faithfully reproduced its sensations. 60 This article's description of the
Fair presents it as mainly a visual experience, as did another titled, "Crowds
Awed By Fair's Vastness and Medley of Sound and Color." The story noted
that fairgoers, who included "silk-hatted dignitaries, sailors on shore leave,
men and women of all ages" were "all a little bewildered and puzzled by the
tremendous sweep of grounds, by the dazzling color, almost blinding in the
bright sun." 61 That was before it started to rain, leading the article to
conclude that the celebratory mood ended abruptly, for, "even New Yorkers,
it seemed, have not learned the secret of being happy in wind and drizzle--not
even in the World of Tomorrow."62 The Times also noted the exposition's
shortcomings, such as the number of exhibits not yet ready to open, although
this observation ended on an upbeat note: "Although the Fair will be far from
ready. . . there will be plenty for visitors to see. Even in its incomplete stage,
the Fair management asserted, there would be twice as many exhibits open as
at any other international exposition."63 Like a play or a musical, the Fair

6 0 Porter, "Nations in Parade."
6 ^'Crowds Awed By Fair's Vastness and Medley o f Sound and Color," The
New York Times 1 May 1939: 1:6.
62"Crowds Awed."
63 "Gates Open At 11," 1.
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received vivid reviews in the pages of New York's major papers. The
difference was that the Fair was far more than mere spectacle. In faithfully
reproducing the spectacular elements of the Fair, the New York press
avoided thornier issues relating to its ideals and motives.
Tributes to the future and the past reinforced each other in the 1939
exposition, made more powerful by the varied means planners used to
convey them.

Futurism provided the fair with a central message of progress.

Historic celebration at the same time provided a common reference for fair
visitors that made visions of the future more accessible. By suggesting that
the future was to be built on the past, Fair exhibits and promotion made it
appear non-threatening and universally achievable. In mixing appeals to
entertainment and education, the Fairs ensured that the messages of futurism
and nationalism would reach a variety of people through a maximum of
means. By framing promotional material in melodramatic language,
superlatives and statistics, promotional workers attempted to attract and
dazzle potential visitors. At the same time, this dual appeal pragmatically
addressed the need to attract as many people as possible to the exposition. In
the 1964 Exposition, planners would attempt to re-create many of these
aspects of the 1939 Fair. They would use similar tactics to convey yet another
futuristic vision while attempting to make enough money to enable the
future to become, for New York at least, a partial reality.

Chapter Three: Rebuilding the Future in 1964

In 1959, a group of businessmen and government officials once again
planned a World's Fair for New York. They faced a domestic and
international environment much changed from the world of 1935. America
was thriving on the affluence of the Eisenhower years. Even if the
beginnings of the Civil Rights Movement, the earliest rumblings of war in
Vietnam and the continuing Cold War between the United States and the
Soviet Union had begun to cast a shadow, these events had not yet interfered
with the confident mood of the nation. Historian William O'Neill, for one,
has characterized the period leading up to John F. Kennedy's 1960 election as
an "American High" that produced "the faith that, given enough effort,
anything could be accomplished."1 New York, however, faced a serious crisis
resulting from joblessness, racial and economic inequality, and the presence
of a permanent underclass.2 Another World's Fair seemed a logical way once
again to attempt to raise ready cash while creating jobs and increasing real
estate values.
Planners hoped this Fair might perform the task better than the last. A
New York Times article reported that organizers said "the last world's fair in

1William L. O'Neill, American High, the Years o f Confidence. 1945-1960
(New York: Free Press/Macmillan, 1986) 291.
2Leonard Wallock, "New York City: Capital o f the Twentieth Century,"
Wallock, ed. New York: Culture Capital of the World 1940-1965 ( New York:
Rizzoli, 1988) 44-45.
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New York was marred somewhat by the depression, which was just ending,
and the outbreak of World War Two in Europe.

In contrast, they noted the

"lwidespread prosperity of today, the development of fast, cheap air travel
through the world and a tax policy in the US that encourages corporations to
spend money for publicity. . . The committee thought it possible that the 1964
fair might bring $6,000,000,000 worth of tourist and other business into New
York City, as contrasted with $1,000,000,000 for the 1939-40 Fair."3 The New
York Times, for one, approved the venture's stated goals, in an editorial that
argued against using financial data as the only scale to measure its success:
The 1939-40 fair had a construction cost, including that paid by
exhibitors, of $126,000,000. Paid attendance was $44,932,978;
revenue was $48,287,767, and the deficit was $18,723,222. But a
World's Fair should not be judged wholly in the scale of dollar
profit, which is rare for such a project. The real value is to be
found in stimulation of ideas, in exchange of people and things,
in the world-wide cooperation encouraged, in the enhancement
of communication, in appreciation of the arts, in entertainment,
in the looking backward and forward across history and into the
dimly known future. We salute the people who had this idea
and the rapidly enlarging number who are about ready to begin
the hard work lasting five years or more. They deserve
applause, encouragement and success.4

Planners of the 1964 event faced the same challenges as those of the
earlier fair; they needed to determine a site, find means of financing the
venture, and choose a project leader. And in addition, they needed to live up
to the legacy of the 1939 exposition, whose magical landscape had become a

3 Ira Henry Freeman,"World’s Fair Planned Here in ’64 at Half Billion
Cost," The New York Times 10 August 1959: 19.
4 "A World's Fair in 1964," The New York Times 11 August, 1959: 26:2.
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legend in the minds of those who remembered it.5 Without much debate,
planners opted to hold the Fair on the same grounds occupied by the 1939
exposition, a decision that revealed a commitment to urban planning similar
to that of 1939. Holding the Fair on the Flushing Meadows site meant
revamping the park and completing some of the work left undone nearly
twenty years before.

After much discussion and speculation, the Fair's

planners asked Park Commissioner Robert Moses to head the effort. Moses
had been heavily involved with the site planning for the 1939 venture, and,
in the 1964 Fair, perhaps saw the chance to create the park that financial
failure had left unfinished.6 The prospect of a fair in 1964 offered a second
chance to reclaim the one-time ash yard and bring the land a step further
toward respectability.
Finishing the park may have been one of the main reasons Moses
accepted the presidency, judging by his view that "’Visitors to such an
exposition carry away indelible impressions. . . but what finally remains in
the ground when the pageant has faded. . . is of more concern to the next
generation than any spectacle, however gorgeous.’"7 And indeed, as one 1964
Fair official observed, the Fair brought extensive physical improvements:
"the benefits to the community. . . were large, e.g. peripheral expressways
were completed, a large 1000-ship boat marina was left, two stadiums [Shea is
one] remain, new drainage systems were constructed in the park as well as

5 The powerful legacy of the 1939 Fair emerges in the reminiscences
collected by Larry Zim, Mel Lemer and Herbert Rolfes in The World of
T om orrow (New York: Harper and Row, 1988).
^Remembering the Future. 52. Robert Caro, The Power Broker (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1974) 1084-1086.
7 Caro makes this point and attributes this quotation to M oses, 1086.
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complete new wiring and park lighting."8 For Moses, the Fair represented
part of a larger public works project. In keeping with this conception of the
exposition, the 1964 Fair continued the urban development of the first.
Certainly improvements to the area might have seemed vital to attract
visitors. A concerned 1961 letter from a businessman in Great Neck, a town
on Long Island, argued:
The coming World’s Fair is to be located in the Boro of Queens
which is not exactly distinguished by either attractive appearance
of most of its streets nor is it an example for public cleanliness.
The fact is that the dilapidated condition of many
thoroughfares, such as Queens Boulevard. . . and the almost
complete lack of signs of the existence of a street cleaning force
cannot fail but to impress visitors from abroad in a most
unfavorable way. 9

(Upon receiving the letter, Robert Moses forwarded it to Queens Borough
President John T. Clancy, observing, "This cheery note seems to be for you.")10
Perhaps the Fair supplied a needed excuse to speed urban improvement, thus
making its commitment to the future somewhat a self-fulfilling prophecy. 11
But if Moses's selection guaranteed that permanent urban
improvement would remain one of the exposition’s major goals, it did not
necessarily assure a positive public image for the Fair. Unlike Grover
8Bruce Nicholson, HiHo. Come to the Fair: Tales of the New York World's
Fair o f 1964-65 (Huntington Beach, CA: Pelgian Press, 1989) 6-7.
^Letter to Robert Moses from C. A. Brinkmann, 1961, NYPL 1964-65, Box
1, folder AO.
10Memo from Moses to Clancy, NYPL 1964-65, Box 1, folder AO
^ T h e 1939 Fair also had this characteristic. Leonard W allock notes that
the m essages o f that Fair and the urban planning that accompanied it were
intimately connected: " . . . while purporting to envision the world o f the
future, these exhibits [Democracity and Futurama] served to legitim ate the
policies o f the present.
They galvanized support for precisely the sort o f
expressways and parkways that Robert Moses was currently building in New
York." (Wallock, "New York City: Capital o f the Twentieth Century," 23.)
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Whalen, Moses was no master of public relations and had no aptitude for
diplomacy. Though Moses's ideas, projects and ambition had won him
respect in the city and from the press, his inability to accept criticism and
unwillingness to compromise would eventually be his downfall.12 By 1959,
Moses had led projects that included the parkways connecting New York's
boroughs, numerous bridges including the Bronx-Whitestone Bridge and the
Triborough, and parks like Long Island’s Jones Beach.13 Projects like these
had drawn opposition from some, like cultural critic Lewis Mumford, who
opposed what appeared to be the city's evolution into "megalopolis."14 Not
all Moses's projects were successful, but his reputation and record suggested
that the same drive could enable the 1964 World's Fair to produce a profit
although the exposition before it had failed to do so.
Public response to Moses' selection was initially positive. Before he
could accept the post, certain formalities needed working out. Since he was
accepting a salaried position ($100,000 a year), he faced a possible conflict of
interest because of his other posts. At the time of his election to the Fair
presidency in February 1960, Moses was also Park Commissioner and
Chairman of the State Power Authority, both paid positions, and held the
unpaid jobs of City Construction Coordinator and Chair of the Triborough
Bridge and Tunnel Authority.15 The city's code of ethics prohibited city
employees from working for private businesses, but the Fair Corporation's
non-profit status might have exempted it from this requirement.16 In the
12Robert Caro, The Power Broker: Robert Moses and the Fall o f New
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1974) throughout.
13W allock, 29. Caro,throughout.
14W allock, 27.
15David Miller, "Moses is 'Unanimous' World's Fair Choice," N ew York
H erald -T rih u n e 29 February 1960: 1.
16Miller, "Moses is ’Unanimous,"' 1.
Y o rk .
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end, Moses gave up his salaried offices, though he retained the unsalaried
posts.17
The New York media also responded favorably to the Corporation's
choice of Moses. The New York Mirror noted its approval in an editorial:
"fairs have to be run right and running things right is a habit with
Moses."18 Other papers followed suit.19 But this did not last long. Caro
notes that Moses quickly alienated the press and suggests that his tendency
toward "lavish spending" hurt the Fair venture.20 Equally significant, Moses,
unlike Whalen, did not gain approval for his Fair from the Bureau of
International Expositions. He refused to compromise on its rules, such as the
provision requiring a fair to last only one season, and planned to charge
ground rental fees to foreign exhibitors. Even beyond refusing approval, the
B.I. E. directors took "the highly unusual step of formally requesting its
members not to participate—which hurt plenty."21 As a result, foreign
members of the group were not able to have government-sponsored exhibits
at the exposition, though unofficial foreign exhibits abounded.
The internal memos of the Fair Corporation reflect Moses' pugnacious
attitude toward public opinion. When a Paris member of the Fair's public
relations group suggested taking steps to increase favorable publicity in
Europe, Moses responded with scorn. The report of the public relations
advisor, a vice-president of the Deegan Corporation, which handled fair
promotion, stated,"The simple fact is that European publishers and

17"Sharing Mr. Moses," New York Joum al-Am erican. 2 March 1960.
18editorial, "Moses for the Fair?" New York Mirror 29 February 1960.
19Such as the N ew York Herald-Tribune. in an editorial, "The Bob Moses
World's Fair," 3 March 1960.
20Caro, 1089.
Caro, 1094.
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broadcasters know very little about the Fair. The B.I.E. ban has made them
hostile or indifferent. . .

He continued to suggest numerous means of

remedying the problem, such as increasing translations of promotional
literature and employing full-time promotional workers in European
cities. 22 Moses reacted to this idea by telling former New York Governor
Charles Poletti, who headed the diplomatic end of the international relations
effort:
This is largely crap. . . . I am sick and tired of suggestions about
the Fair from uninformed public relations and press people. We
don't have money to spend on junk of this kind. I am against
the notion of spending a lot of money to create a favorable public
climate. I don't think the Vice President who wrote this report
knows what he is talking about and I wish he would stop writing
mem os.23
Clearly, the Paris vice president had touched a chord, perhaps partly because
of his references to the B.I.E. ban, which represented one of Moses’ major
failures in planning the Fair. Caro attributes much of the blame for the
financial failure of the 1964 Fair to Robert Moses.24 Such careless views of
public relations could not have helped the venture, but the 1939 Fair went
bankrupt despite Whalen's savvier approach to promotion. Perhaps because
Moses saw the Fair project as part of a larger, public works vision with selfevident goals, he did not see the need to justify the venture to the press and
the public. Moses cannot be held solely responsible, but certainly his attitude
22Memo, Thomas J. Deegan Jr. to Robert Moses, 30 November 1961
(report of Paris Vice-President attached), Files o f the New York World's Fair
1964-65 Corporation, Box 387, Folder PR.O. These files held by the Rare Books
and Manuscripts D ivision of the New York Public Library.
Hereafter
designated as NYPL 1964-65, with box and file numbers where appropriate.
23Memo from Robert Moses to Gov. Poletti, 6 December 1961, NYPL 196465, Box 387, Folder PR.O.
24Caro, "The Great Fair," The Power Broker 1084-1116.
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made a major difference in public perceptions of the Fair and may have been
part of the reason why attendance never met expectations.
When Moses accepted the Fair presidency he chose M
a substantial
portion of the city’s power elite" to aid him. 25 These included leading
contractors, lawyers, and engineers, as well as political insiders. Though
Moses was by no means wealthy before accepting the $100,000 per year job of
Fair president, his power as a city official placed him in an elite category. Even
so, the 1964 Fair stressed its commitment to the people. Moses frequently
declared his opposition to cultural elitism and his intention to make the Fair
more accessible than its predecessor.
Before these ideas could be realized, the Corporation had once again to
solve the problem of funding. As with the 1939 Fair, this was done partially
through a sale of bonds, a $67,500,000 issue to be repaid at six percent. 26 The
rest of the money came from city, state, and federal contributions:
approximately $31,000,000; $12,000,000; and $12,000,000 respectively. Because
of the B.I.E. ban, none of the initial funding came from foreign governments.
As with the earlier Fair, profits from the venture fell far short of planners'
grand expectations. Investors would receive only about 33 cents per dollar at
the end of the Fair.27
The 1964 Fair sought its official pretext in another historical event, this
time the 300th anniversary of the founding of New York itself, a date that
differed depending on whether one placed the city's founding on the day the
first settlers arrived or the day it officially became "New York." 1964 marked
the 300th anniversary of the city's name being changed from New

25 Caro, 1090.
26press Release 19 December 1960, NYPL 1964-65 Box 390.
27Caro, 1113-1114.
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Amsterdam to New York, following the British capture of the city from the
original Dutch settlers.28 In addition to the pretext, the Fair needed a theme,
which became "’Peace Through Understanding,'" an ironic slogan for an
event that celebrated an imperial conquest.

But the theme echoed the

emphasis on internationalism and brotherhood visible throughout the Fair,
especially, the Guidebook noted, in the international area, where "every
neighbor speaks a different tongue while working in a common cause."29
The emphasis on internationalism was in itself ironic, considering that
members of the B.I.E. had been requested to boycott the event. Yet the Fair
portrayed brotherhood as a goal realizable in the future and mandated by the
experience of the past. The Bylaws of the 1964 Fair Corporation stated the
exposition's purposes:
to attract to the City of New Y ork.. . exhibits of the finest
products of the spirit, mind and hand of all nations. . . to show
these products in the best possible setting, to stimulate thought,
exchange ideas, to tell the story of man's achievements
everywhere, to spread the lessons of freedom, and, through
understanding and in cooperation with the United Nations, to
advance the cause of World Peace. 30

Tied to the future, therefore, was the recognition of past accomplishments
that could theoretically link nations in pursuit of harmony. The Fair's
official slogan once again hammered out this dual statement of theme:
"Man's Achievements in an Expanding Universe" celebrated past triumphs
but also stressed the need to continue those accomplishments.
28 "World's Fair Planned Here in '64 at Half Billion Cost," The New York
10 August 1959, 1:4.
290 fficia l Souvenir Book New York World's Fair 1964/1965 (New
York:TIME, Inc., 1964) 9.
30"Bylaws o f the New York World's Fair 1964-65 Corporation," NYPL
1964-65, Box 1, File AO.
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The ideological goals of Moses' Fair thus fused images of international
peace with technological accomplishments, and, like the 1939 Fair, looked
toward a shining future that could draw on the lessons of the past. The Fair
celebrated the heroes of the past and their accomplishments. The New
England exhibit traced the early period from the Pilgrims' landing to the
Revolution, while New Jersey exhibited the dueling pistols of Alexander
Hamilton and Aaron Burr. Walt Disney built a moving, speaking, life-sized
figure of Abraham Lincoln for display at the Illinois pavilion.31 Other
exhibits named well-known figures such as inventor Thomas Edison,
politicians like Lincoln, or adventurers like Charles A. Lindbergh. The
Federal exhibit paid tribute to the "40 million men and women who formed
the basic stock of America," noting that "from that stock Lincoln arose to
become a symbol of unity as well as a proof of the rising importance of the
Midwest." 32 The individuals these exhibits described were standard
characters: colonists, pioneers, immigrants. Native Americans and AfricanAmericans were noticeably absent.
In an essay, "A Historian's View of the Present 'Challenge of
Greatness,"' published in the Official Souvenir Book for the 1964 Fair, Arthur
Schlesinger Jr. attempted to reconcile these omissions with the Fair's popular
appeal. Though he acknowledged that the Fair overlooked certain aspects of
the country's past, he suggested that it provided an essential core of
"American experience" to build upon:
If the exhibits fall short in giving a complete account of
American history, it is because they inevitably emphasize the
accomplishment rather than the obstacle, the response rather
31 Official Souvenir Book. 43-44.
320 fficia l Souvenir Book. 45.
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than the challenge. They thereby must underplay darker strains
in American society—strains of greed, self-righteousness,
violence. But we must not forget that America, like human
nature itself, has been a battleground between creative and
destructive impulses--or that the battle has been a significant
source of the creativity.33

Schlesinger suggested that the "panorama" of history visible at the fair
focused on the challenges Americans have met, including the contemporary
effort to build a peaceful, united world: "The challenges spring from the roots
of American life and American faith. They look ahead to the ultimate hopes
and ideals of American civilization." 34 The values that built the United
States were sound. When the country fell short, Schlesinger suggested, it was
because people had failed to adhere to those ideals.
In 1964, the future the Fair described centered around international
peace and humankind's next direction forward—into space. The theme
structure of the fair, the Unisphere, embodied these ideas. (See Appendix A)
Around the Unisphere lay the pavilions of more than eighty nations.

A

skeleton of a steel globe, the Unisphere portrayed spinning satellites but also
surrounded the earth with rings that symbolically linked the continents
while tying it to the universe. Moses noted, "Our symbol is the huge stainless
steel globe of the earth ringed with satellites to emphasize our loneliness in
space."35 The message was that moving forward would make it even more
imperative to draw closer together.

Perhaps the need to do so seemed even

more immediate, as atomic warfare had become a possibility unknown to the
public of 1939.

33Official Souvenir Book. 50.
34Official Souvenir Book. 51.
35New York World's Fair 1964-1965 Official Souvenir Book (New York:
TIME-LIFE Books, 1964) 15.
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Like the 1939 Fair, the 1964 venture created a physical tribute to the
future in form of a time capsule. Once again assembled by Westinghouse, the
second capsule was buried in October 1965, due for excavation 5000 years later.
But this time, Fair-goers were invited to submit suggestions for the capsule's
contents to the committee that put it together. 36 Among the items deemed
worthy for future viewers were an American flag, contact lenses, a Beatles
record, some desalted Pacific Ocean water, and birth control pills.37
Moses intended to make the 1964 Fair a less structured experience than
its predecessor. He balked against a unified architectural theme and did not
interest himself much in the Fair's design, a strategy that created what one
historian has called a "messy melange of buildings." 38 Even so, since the Fair
was built on the same space as the 1939 exhibition, it naturally followed many
of the same contours, and the Unisphere, as did the World of Tomorrow's
Theme Center before it, occupied the central space where many roads
converged. (See Map, Appendix B) So the Fair remained a structured
experience despite Moses' assertions to the contrary. Moving ramps or stairs
that carried visitors through many displays played a key role in controlling
visitors' experience. These devices determined the angle from which visitors
would see an exhibit and how long they could spend in front of it. Ford's
exhibit included a "Magic Skyway." Visitors to Michelangelo's "Pieta," on
loan from the Vatican, viewed the statue from a moving platform. Moving
chairs, stair and platforms became a trademark of the exhibition and infused a
measure of entertainment into even the educational displays. One reporter

36 Dickstein, 42.
37Morris Dickstein, "From the Thirties to the Sixties: The New York
World's Fair in its own Time, " R em em b erin g . 42.
38Rosemary Haag Bletter, "The 'Laissez-Fair,' Good Taste, and Money
Trees: Architecture at the Fair," R e m e m b e r in g . 107.
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reflected: "Come to think of it, moving ramps are all over this Fair. One
towering fountain moves around and around. They're a sign of the future
that's closer than many think."39 Moving ramps, cars and chairs brought
visitors into the future, but tempered the potential uneasiness of the
experience with their entertainment value.

Many of these gimmicks were

part of exhibits created by Walt Disney, whose involvement with the fair
symbolized its attention to entertaining visitors.40
The exhibits themselves mingled the exposition's emphasis on future
possibilities with a celebratory sense of accomplishment.

Disney sponsored a

"City of Tomorrow," General Motors offered a new version of its 1939
blockbuster, Futurama, and U. S. Rubber drew a contrast between past and
present by building a Ferris wheel shaped like a tire. From its heights, visitors
viewed life-size replicas of nine dinosaurs, a reincarnation of a 1939 exhibit,
which the Official Souvenir Book called "the biggest evolutionary errors that
ever breathed."41 The fair's attention to space exploration marked a new
direction that once again both celebrated America's initial ventures and
looked ahead. 42 Pavilions from the Hall of Science to the U.S. Space Park to
the Cape Kennedy section at the Florida pavilion exhibited models and told
the story of the country's first steps into space.43 The new Futurama also
featured space travel. In their moving chairs, visitors paused at the moon on
39Harriet Morrison, "A Wondrous Future," The New York Herald-Tribune
23 April 1964, 21.
4 0 Ileen Sheppard, "Icons and Images: The Cultural Legacy o f the
1964/65 World's Fair," R em em b erin g . 174.
41Official Souvenir Book. 11.
4 2 Reaven argues that several factors contributed to the popularity o f
space travel: its newness, noble and heroic qualities, the sheer scale o f the
equipment, the risk of failure, and "the elemental pull the wonders o f the
heavens have always exercised on the human mind." (Reaven, in
R e m e m b e r in g . 80-81.)
4 3 0 fficia l Souvenir Book. 20.
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their ride through future terrains. These included parts of the earth where the
challenges of building without hurting the environment had been partially
solved by new technologies that levelled trees with lasers. This Futurama
envisioned modern communities where computers ran farms in the desert,
planes took off vertically, sidewalks moved and communities existed
underw ater.44
Notably, the 1964 version of Futurama made no mention of the fact
that the United States had not achieved the ideal that the 1939 version
prescribed for a 1960 American city.

As historian Rosemarie Haag Bletter

notes, "In 1939, the 'Futurama' had predicted 38 million cars for America in
1960. By 1960 there were in fact 61 million cars, almost twice as many as
projected, and without any of the accompanying 'thoughtful planning'
promised in 1939." 45

Rather than again confront the problem of urban

automobile congestion, the new Futurama sidestepped it, sending future
commuters under water and into space. The Guidebook noted that its
projections were not mere fancy, but rather "all solidly based on fact."46 The
very word "fact" provided a solid scientific grounding for what might
otherwise seem fanciful imaginings.
The Fair offered a future perspective on domestic life, devoting the
Pavilion of American Interiors to portraying fourteen rooms. Nine different
houses, including an Underground World Home, suggested ways Americans
in years to come might furnish, decorate, and organize their homes. Among
other concerns, some of these houses assured privacy with interior gardens or

44Reaven, 80. Bletter, 119. Official Souvenir Book. 28-29.
45 Bletter, 116.
^ Official Guidebook 1964. 220.
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high walls.47 The Underground Home, designed by Jay Swayze, allowed
climate control and relief from noise as well as safety from fire and radiation.
Lighting inside the house could be changed to simulate rainy day light,
sunshine, or moonlight.48 This house fit the Cold War climate of the Fair,
subtly describing a way people of the future might live comfortably following
a nuclear disaster.
Before the public could buy ideas like these, they needed to buy the idea
of the Fair itself. As with the 1939 Fair, promotion was crucial to the success
of the venture. And nearly twenty-five years later, developments in public
relations had made such agencies even more fit for the task.

Sel li ng t h e Fair in 1 9 6 4

The 1964 Fair relied upon an even more complex and advanced
promotional machine than that of 1939 to spread the word about the
exposition. Orchestrated by Thomas J. Deegan, head of a public relations
advisory company, who has been called one of "Moses’ men,"49 the
exposition's Public Relations department employed an entire company,
William J. Donoghue Associates, Inc. to handle press relations.50 The topbilling ad agency in the country, the J. Walter Thompson company took care

4 7 0 fficia l Souvenir Book. 71.
48Bletter, 126-128.
49Remembering the Future: The New York World’s Fair from 1939 to
1 9 6 4 . Compiled by the Queens Museum (New York: Rizzoli, 1989) 106, 128.
50Corporate Files o f the New York World's Fair 1964-65, Box 387. Held by
the Rare Books and Manuscripts Division of the New York Public Library.
Hereafter cited as NYPL 1964-65, with box and file numbers when appropriate.
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of advertising. 51 The Donoghue group took its responsibilities seriously. In
May 1961 Donoghue predicted the tasks facing the company: "Working under
[fair administrative] supervision, we prepare and distribute copy to all media,
arrange press conferences and picture set-ups, and extend cooperation and
facilities to representatives of all media—devoting considerable time and
personal attention to special writers for newspapers, magazines, trade
publications and all periodicals, as well as radio and television." 52 A list of
twenty-five specialized functions of the company followed, ranging from dayto-day press contacts with different types of media to creation and operation of
a city newsroom, liaison with fair departments and stringers for these groups,
maintaining press lists, preparing speeches, writing feature articles and
attending dinners, luncheons, or meetings involving the Fair or its
adm inistrators.53
However, the Fair did not have a newspaper of its own, unlike the 1939
exposition. Though it received numerous proposals to start one, the
suggestion drew opposition from inside the Fair Corporation. A 1962 Fair
Corporation memo from Consultant to the Communications Department
Bill Berns to Stuart Constable, Vice President of Operations, suggests several
reasons opposing the idea: it would be too costly to maintain editorial control
by the Corporation, the newsletter would compete with New York papers, it

^1Official Guidebook 1964. 302. Peter Baida, Poor Richard's Legacy.
American Business Values from Benjamin Franklin to Donald Trump (New
York: William Morrow, 1990) 228.
52W. Donoghue, "Projection of Press and Public Relations A ctivities for
the New York World's Fair Corporation," May 1961, 1-2. NYPL 1964-65, Box 387.
5 3 Donoghue, "Projection of Press Activities," 6.
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would place ’’another burden upon exhibitors," and it would compete with
souvenir guidebooks. 54
In planning promotion for the fairs, public relations workers knew
they had to appeal to a wide variety of tastes. In so doing, they hawked
entertainment at the expense of enlightenment. Planners needed to
convince potential visitors that a day at the Fair was worth the cost, which
began at $2 for adults, but could quickly escalate once admissions fees for
certain exhibits, transportation and food were added on. 55 The Deegan
Company suggested three types of promotional activities to inspire public
interest in the Fair: "Great Days," "Project 30" and "Special Events."56 Great
Days were to occur every three weeks and included celebrations like Good
Neighbor Day, Aviation-Space Day, Show Business Day, and Teenagers' Day.
Project 30 was keyed to the significant first month of the fair: "The first thirty
days of the Fair will be the critical ones and it is imperative that attendance
hold up during this period. . . Project 30 will be a series of moderate-size
promotions with audience participation as a key factor." 57 These events,
perhaps three or four a day, might include Airline Hostess Day, Crazy Hat
Day, Freckle Day, and Smile Day. Radio and Television Appreciation Days
were also suggested—although there was no day set aside for newspapers.58
An event like Freckle Day would incorporate visitors by giving prizes to
children with freckles. Finally, the Fair planned special events like square

5 4 M e m o from Bems to Constable, 21 June 1962, NYPL 1964-65, Box 415,
Folder 1.07.
55Joel Selden, "Your Wallet at the Fair," The New York Herald-Tribune 22
April 1964: 29.
56The Deegan Company, "Report on Attendance-Building," February
1964, NYPL 1964-65, Box 387, Folder PRO.
5 7 "Report on Attendance-Building."
5 8 "Report on A ttendance-Building."
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dancing exhibitions for smaller groups. Such activities provided
straightforward, carnivalesque entertainment, clearly reflecting the second
function of the fair and the pragmatic need to increase attendance and
revenues. Certainly they had little to do with visions of international peace
or future worlds.
In an attempt to increase the Fair's audience, Moses resolved that the
exposition would avoid unnecessary pretenses to education or lofty ideas. In
response to a reporter's query, "What kind of cultural exhibits do you
envisage?" Moses replied, "We mustn't proceed on the theory that everyone
is coming to the fair to be cultured, at least I don't believe so."59 In a 1961
address to students at Brandeis University, he emphasized the universalism
of the Fair: "I get a little weary of the avant garde critics who see in a World's
Fair only an opportunity to advance their latest ideas, to establish a new
school of American planning, architecture and art. . . . The fair administration
belongs to no architectural clique, subscribes to no esthetic creed, favors no
period or school and worships at no artistic shrine." 60 Nevertheless, the Fair
enshrined technology just as its predecessor had, even if it attempted to make
the technological future appear universally achievable.

The International

Business Machines (IBM) pavilion, for example, tried to make technology
accessible by personalizing computers and using them to present information
about familiar aspects of daily life.61
If moving ramps added an element of thrill to educational exhibits, the
"Lake Amusement" area infused a measure of education into its thrills. The
59Sam Crowther, "Moses Previews '60 Fair," New York JoumalA m eric a n . 12 June 1960.
60Robert Moses, "Implications o f the New York World’s Fairs: Remarks of
RM to Students At Brandeis, Waltham, MA, 23 March 1961," quoted by Marc H.
Miller, Something for Everyone: Robert Moses and the Fair," R em em b erin g . 57.
6 ^ le tte r , 110.

83

educational aspect of fun was less obvious than in 1939, but historical and
scientific references still comprised part of the amusement area's program.
The Texas pavilion by the Lake, for example, included displays on oil and
cattle, a real bull housed in an elegant bedroom to symbolize the "luxurious
care given to modern livestock," a musical show, and a NASA capsule. 62
Also displayed in the Amusement section was a replica of the Santa Maria,
Columbus' flagship, called "Space Ship 1492."63 Thrillseekers could opt for
the Jaycopter Ride, described, like the Parachute Drop of 1939, as duplicating a
real helicopter experience: "The sensations of a real helicopter flight are
simulated in this high-flying machine, attached by a long boom to a tall
tower. The pilot spins, drops, hovers and reverses flight at the request of his
16 passengers." The ride, according to the Official Guide, had actually been
used to train helicopter pilots. Like many other exhibits at the fair, it was
described in numerical terms: "This electric-powered cab has a ceiling of 100
feet and a circular flight path 125 feet in diameter."64 The Guide sold the ride
by attempting to impress visitors with statistics and with the ride's base in
actual experience.

Paradoxically, the unreal world of the Fair sought to

increase its appeal by proving its verisimilitude. At the Fair, visitors could
consume experiences they might otherwise never know. One of the most
popular aspects of the amusement area remained the "Bel-Gem waffles," a
dessert of "powdered sugar, whipped cream and fresh strawberries," featured
at the Belgian village, and sold throughout the Fair.

One historian notes,

"To this day, most people, asked what they remember about the Fair,

620fficial Guide 1964, 236.
630fficial Guide 1964, 242.
64Official Guide 1964. 236.
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immediately blurt out 'Bel-Gem Waffles,1 and only then continue to recall
other experiences." 65
Ironically, the Fair that struggled to avoid associations with high
culture and stressed its commitment to popular entertainment produced a
lack-lustre entertainment area.

The Amusement Area often drew criticism

for the paucity of its offerings. A somewhat cynical Newsdav article noted the
changes organizers hoped to make at Lake Amusement in 1965, changes the
author suggested reflected the zone's failings:
In some areas, the officials noted, the fair will be twice as big as
last season. The African pavilion will have 80 Watusi dancers
instead of 40. After news like that, it seemed almost quibbling to
note that the owners of the 'Bounty' have mutinied and
removed their ship from the fair in search of greener waters [,]
that no replacement has yet been found for the show in the
Texas music hall that died for want of customers. . . .66

The changes proposed for 1965 marked a response to flagging attendance.
Newsdav observed that although Fair organizers focused on the positive, the
fair had already lost money: ".. . officials. . . tried tactfully to avoid discussing
the possibility that the fair may produce slightly more than a tenth of the
$30,000,000 surplus that had been expected for the construction of new city
parks."67 Planners has also revised their attendance projections: "The officials
said they were aiming at a 1965 attendance of 37,500,000, which would be
10,000,000 more than the 1964 attendance. A year ago they had predicted

65 Sheppard," 179.
This may be true, I think, according to newspaper
articles on the Fair and everyone I know who attended the Fair.
6 6 "Fair Forecast for Next Year Ignores 1964," N e w s d a v . 16 December
1964, 4. In NYPL 1964-65, Box 395, Folder PR0.00.
67 "Fair Forecast," 4.
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crowds of 40,000,000 in 1964 and 30,000,000 in 1965."68 Attempts to revamp
the entertainment area were among ways the 1964 Fair tried to up its
attendance in 1965. In the end, these attempts would fail, as the Fair received
only 51 million visitors over the two-year period.69
Although Moses argued against investing the fair with an air of
cultural elitism, he nonetheless strove to obtain a wide range of artwork for
display and selected pieces that reflected traditional views of fine art. The
coup of the 1964 Fair was the loan of Michelangelo's Pieta, displayed behind
bullet-proof plastic in the Vatican pavilion. Visitors observed it from a
moving platform for about a minute.70 Moses also tried to convince
Spanish dictator Franco to loan the Fair an El Greco mural from a Toledo
Chapel wall. He incurred the wrath of United States government officials by
meeting with Franco on his own initiative, but failed to win the painting.71
At the same time, Moses drew criticism for what some saw as a failure to
represent American art. An April 1963 Newsdav editorial, sent to Moses by
the paper's publisher, Harry Guggenheim, suggested that American artists
were rightly critical:
Moses has offered land for an [American] art pavilion, but so
belatedly that one is unlikely to be ready the first year, if at all.
The complaint seems to be that Moses is uninterested in
contemporary art. But how can these artists be so blind? In the
Top of the Fair Restaurant there is a spectacular modern
painting. It shows all the types of projects that big Bob the

68"Fair Forecast," 4.
6 9 Miller, R e m e m b e r in g . 1972.
?°Morris Dickstein, "The World's Fair in Its Own Time," R em em b erin g .
38. Helen A. Harrison, "Art for the M illions or Art for the Market?"
R e m e m b e r in g . 162.
71N icholson, 198-99.
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Builder has inspired—bridges, dams, parkways, and parks. What
could be more artistic than this?72

Moses sent Guggenheim a letter in return, stating there was no truth in
these allegations.73 A similar article in The New York Times drew a sharp
response in defense of Moses's methods from Samuel Rosenman, a New
York lawyer and member of the Fair's Executive Committee. Rosenman
wrote Times publisher and Fair Board member Arthur Ochs Sulzberger a
letter intended for publication asserting that the Times had sacrificed the
truth for the sake of publicity. In fact, he said, Moses had offered "Fair land
rent-free to [any] group willing and able to erect a pavilion to house an
exhibition of American art of any other type of art." He had asked art
collector Joseph Hirshorn to build a sculpture museum, but Hirshorn had
declined. Rosenman also allowed for the contingency that the Fair might not
include much American art: " This will be the greatest Fair in the history of
the world. Contemporary American art will help the Fair. . . . But in light of
all the availability of art in New York City and on the Fair grounds, its
absence will not ruin the Fair—or even too substantially damage it."74 This
letter typifies Fair publicists' attempt to divest the Fair of blame for any
possible omissions by denying the existence of those omissions. At the same
time, the letter made clear that—in the event that any country, type of art, or
subject matter w ere omitted—the Fair would be no less wonderful for their
absence.

72"Art for Moses' Sake," N ew sd a v . 19 November, 1963, NYPL 1964-65, Box
394.
73Moses to Guggenheim, NYPL 1964-65, Box 394.
74Official Guidebook 1964. 300. In NYPL 1964-65, Box 683. Letter, S.
Rosenman to A. Sulzberger, 18 November 1963, NYPL 1964-65, Box 394.
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Though Moses had been reticent about adding gaudy entertainments to
the fair, he agreed to increase the number of bars and add go-go dancers
during the Fair's second season after it ended the first in debt. 75 This type of
entertainment could not claim even the educational purposes of attractions
like the "Ice-Travaganza" and the porpoise show. "Entertainment at the
Fair," asserted the Official Souvenir Book, "has the mark of the space age on
it."76 It would be difficult to say the same for go-go dancers. Moses's attempts
to avoid gaudy amusements suggest that he did hope to instruct and elevate
visitors to the Fair. But when financial ruin threatened, he discarded
educational standards.
As in 1939, the Fair employed countless superlatives in describing its
project. It needed to seem amazing and irresistible, and, beyond that, show
that it was as good, if not better, than its predecessor. A 1960 press release
quoted Moses's promise: "We will provide commerce and industry with the
biggest and most fascinating showcase conceived and constructed by the
imagination of man."77 Moses later claimed he never made this flowery
statement and called for better editing of future press releases. 78
Nonetheless, these words set the tone for selling the event. In the Official
Guidebook to the Fair, its President welcomed visitors effusively:
The Fair aims to be universal, to have something for everyone.
What is it you want? Vast forces dormant in nuggets of
imprisoned sunlight? Machines that fly, think, transport,
fashion and do man's work? Spices, perfumes, ivory, apes and
peacocks? Dead sea scrolls? Images divine and graven? Painted
lilies and refined gold? The products of philosophy, which is the
75 Bletter, 134.
760 ffic ia l Souvenir Book. 36.
77Press Release 22 August, 1960, NYPL 1964-65, Box 390.
78Note, Moses to Bill Bems, Press Release 13 August 1960, NYPL 1964-65,
Box 390, Folder PR0.0.
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guide of life, and knowledge, which is power? We have them
all.79

These words restated the Fair's message of universality, its claim to have
something to interest every visitor, from elevated pursuits like philosophy to
the exoticism of peacocks and ivory. Once again, the Fair presented itself as a
series of items to be consumed. Mechanical devices, objects of beauty, or
knowledge itself were there for the buying.
The lyrical language of the Official Guidebook and the press releases
issued by the Fair's press group, the Donoghue Corporation, evoked a sense of
magic and wonder reminiscent of 1930s futurism. Promotional materials
relied heavily on numbers to make their claims, overwhelming visitors with
the sheer volume of wonders at the Fair. The Guide's description of the
Industrial Area's Tool of Industry,' which offered fireworks and music every
night, combined all these techniques:
The largest fountain in the world, the Fountain of the Planets,
sends roughly 10,000 tons of water into the air in shifting
patterns, sometimes as high as 150 feet. Rockets are released
from 464 launchers, lights casting close to 150 million candle
power throw color effects on water and sky and the music of a
60-piece symphony orchestra sounds over loudspeakers. . . . The
fountain, covering 25,000 square feet, composes its patterns
through 2000 nozzles.. . . 80

The fountain display presented a sensual overdose of light, music, and color,
and its description added a mental overdose of overwhelming statistics. The
very name "Fountain of the Planets" conjured images of vastness and

79Official Guide to the 1964 World's Fair (New York: TIME-LIFE Books,
1964) 10. In NYPL 1964-65, Box 683.
^ Official Guide 1964. 83.
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distance. Naming the centerpiece of the Industrial Area after the solar system
filled no apparent purpose except to spark associations between the Fair and
the limitless possibilities of space travel.
Descriptions of the theme center were geared to inspire awe at the feats
of humankind and prove to visitors that the impossible had been made real.
The Unisphere (which showed a view of earth from "6000 miles away" 81)
marked new advances in building technology:
Unprecedented problems had to be solved in constructing the
huge model. Because the continents [portrayed on the sphere]
are not evenly distributed on the earth, the Unisphere. . . is an
unbalanced ball. . . The structure required the solution of
mathematical problems so complex that without high-speed
computers planning the Unisphere would have taken 10
years. 82
Words like "unprecedented," "huge," "complex," stressed the scope of the
project. The theme structure became a paean to technological progress and
one more way in which fairmakers transported a piece of the future into the
present.
Other superlatives abounded: A March 1964 press release noted that the
United States Space Park, co-sponsored by the Fair Corporation, NASA, and
the Department of Defense, would include "the most impressive array of fullscale rockets and spacecraft ever assembled outside of Cape Kennedy. . . "83
Even the fair's post office had a claim of its own~it was "the most modern in
the world", boasting equipment that could process approximately 250,000
pieces of mail each day. 84 And the Guide described the Ford exhibit as a
8 O ffic ia l Guide 1964. 180.
82Qfficial Guide 1964, 180.
83Press Release 6 March 1964, NYPL 1964-65, Box 391.
84Press Release 10 March 1964, NYPL 1964-65, Box 391.
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"glass rotunda with 64 towering pylons at one end and a large exhibition hall
at the other. Enough steel went into its construction to erect a skyscraper 125
feet square and 22 stories high." 85 Once again, sheer volume evoked the
power of humans to conquer nature.
Another crucial piece of the 1964 promotion was press relations, which
would convey these compilations of superlatives and statistics to the public.
This task, performed by the Donoghue Corporation, illustrates the Fair’s
attention to public opinion and its planners' understanding of just how
important it was to produce a favorable response in the media. The Fair
Corporation paid highly to ensure the success of its promotional efforts:
Donoghue's projected expenses for his company's services ranged from
$61,350 from June-December 1962 to $172,780 in 1964, and the personnel costs
from $37,900 from June-December 1962 to $343,750 in 1964.86 These figures
supply an interesting contrast to Moses' 1961 statement opposing "spending a
lot of money to create a favorable public climate."87 Clearly, the desire to
spend varied according to Moses's audience. The extent of press relations and
organizers' concern with the Fair's reception, show that the Corporation of
1964, like exposition leaders in 1939, viewed the press as a central player in
attracting visitors to the Fair.
They were not wholly disappointed. Coverage of the 1964 Fair proved
equally plentiful as in 1939 if not always as positive. Donoghue Associates,
like the promotional department of the 1939 Fair, carefully tracked fair
coverage in major newspapers. In April of 1961, the group tabulated more

^ Official Guide 1964. 204.
^ D on ogh u e, "Projected Expenses Report" 23 August, 1962, NYPL 1964-65,
Box 387.
87Memo from Moses to Poletti, 6 December 1961, NYPL 1964-65, Box 387,
Folder PR.O.
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than 890 inches of coverage in major New York papers, including five
editorials. 88 Following the announcement of its inception in August 1959,
The New York Times ran approximately sixty-five articles about the Fair,
including several Sunday section features and three editorials.89 Coverage
continued equally strong in 1960, a crucial period for planning and fund
raising during which the Fair selected Robert Moses as its President. By the
end of March, about forty articles had appeared on the Fair in the Times,
many concerning the possibility of a Moses presidency. 90 Coverage
remained intense as planning progressed. 91
The Corporation closely watched the coverage it received, expressing
concern at negative publicity and enthusiasm at positive. In March of 1962,
Moses wrote in a memo to Donoghue, "I have just seen some of the morning
papers. The Pieta coverage was excellent. . . I hope we can get the weeklies to
play up the Vatican exhibit. . . . Such publicity is much more important and
persuasive than the house organ and advertising nonsense some of our

88"Report on Press and Public Activities: New York World's Fair
Corporation October 1960-May 1961," The Donoghue Association, 9. NYPL 196465, Box 388.This meant that the Fair was mentioned an average o f 2.5 times
daily for 27 days in papers ranging from The New York Times to Newsday, the
Daily News, the Mirror, and the New York Post, which reflected a wide range of
r e a d e r s h ip .
89New York Times Index, August-December 1959.
9^New York Times Index. August-December 1959.
91A May 1961 Press Report from the Donoghue Association counted an
average o f 2.1 stories a day in papers that included the W o r ld -T e le g r a m . the
Jou rn al-A m erican , the New York Post. The New York Tim es, the New York
H era ld -T rib u n e. and the Long Island Press.Press Report, May 1961, Supplement
Three, p. 9. NYPL 1964-65, Box 388.A 1964 Donoghue Corporation report on
magazine coverage o f the fair tallied the
newspaper supplements that had
carried news about the fair, which included the Boston
Sunday G lobe, the
Long Island Press Sunday Magazine edition, the New York Herald Tribune
Sunday M agazine, and The New York Times Magazine. The T im es Magazine
during this period carried at least a dozen articles on the Fair, including two
cover stories and several features with pictures.
New York 1964-65 World's
Fair Magazine Report. (April 1961-June 1964) NYPL 1964-65, Box 684.
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people are trying to sell me."92 But by the time the Fair opened, responses
became increasingly more negative. Much press criticism was directed more
toward Robert Moses himself than toward the concept of the Fair. The press
criticized the execution of Moses's ideas and sought to show how the Fair
failed to conform to his predictions and promises. It did not, however,
challenge the validity of the Fair itself. Caro suggests that Moses
systematically alienated the New York press with his arrogance and open
criticism of the media. As a result, the New York papers focused on the Fair's
potential problems—for example, running many articles predicting that the
Fair would not open on time, or that all exhibits would be incomplete. (In
fact, few expositions in history were ever fully complete on Opening Day.)93
The New York press attempted to investigate the extent of international
participation in the Fair, a sore point since Moses had failed to win B.I.E.
approval, and reporters systematically uncovered and exposed the Fair’s
precarious financial situation. 94 Though Moses had always enjoyed a
positive relationship with the New York press, during the course of the Fair
he experienced a gradual fall from grace. 95
The tension between Moses and the press tainted press coverage of the
event because the Fair, to a certain extent, was Moses. The Fair's president
was central to the event's publicity, profiled in countless magazines and
newspapers, and prominent on magazine covers that featured the
exhibition. TIME'S Opening Day cover, for example, featured Moses as a

92Memo from Robert Moses to Donoghue, 29 March, 1962, Box 338, Folder

0.
93Robert Rydell, All the World's A Fair (Chicago: University o f Chicago,
1984) 13.
94Caro, 1098.
9^Robert Caro, The Power Broker: Robert Moses and the Fall o f New York
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1974) 1097, 1107.
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floating, disembodied head hovering over an artist's rendition of the
Fairgrounds. Articles like a Cleveland Press story in June, 1964, alarmed Fair
planners, who bristled at "'the growing tendency of the press across the
country to pistol whip the Fair. . . ”'96 The story was entitled "Grim View of
the Fair Season on a Rainy Day," and began with a dismal description of a
rainy New York. After asserting that nine out of ten New Yorkers loathed the
city's fair because it is "either tawdry, too expensive (which it is) or a fantastic
waste of money (which it may well be)" the article critiqued the exposition,
noting that, "the guards quickly reminded me Americans can be the rudest
people on earth. They would do nothing to help us through the turnstile
with my wheelchair or do anything to help us find one of those little
Greyhound Escort cart(s). . . The fun area, as the world knows, is a miserable
flop with shows closing left and right. People simply run out of money.97
The Fair official who received the letter told Deegan: "It is my own conviction
that we are taking a much too passive approach to the press and that we could
improve the situation by issuing on a regular basis a more positive type of
information. I would like to discuss this!" 98
But although Moses met critical responses in the press, the Fair did not
always suffer. Certainly, opening day coverage and preview supplements for
the event were as enthusiastic as ever. And afterwards, a somewhat doleful
N ew sdav editorial mused about how much New York would miss the Fair.
Attacks by the press focused not on the concept of the Fair, but the way in
which it was not living up to expectations. This made sense. As Caro notes,

9^Memo from Howard Johnson to T. J. Deegan, 26 June 1964, NYPL 196465, Box 390 Folder PR0.0.
97Winsor French, "Grim View of the Fair Season on a Rainy Day,"
Cleveland Press. 20 June 1964, in NYPL 1964-65 Box 390, Folder PR0.0.
98Memo from Howard Johnson to Deegan, 26 June 1964.
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the papers themselves had a stake in the Fair. Several, like the H erald
Tribune, were on the verge of collapse, and the Fair could be a major source
of advertising revenue." Even more than this, Caro argues, the press as
institution had a stake in the Fair as institution: "There was, moreover, civic
pride: the press was part of the city's establishment; in the circles in which the
publishers moved the New York World's Fair was not an event to be
derided."100
The business end of the newspapers reflected the Fair's attempt to gain
publicity. Advertising supplements in major newspapers helped link the
Fair with the names of those papers. The Donoghue Corporation wrote a fulllength advertising supplement about the Fair for release in The New York
Times in 1961, which highlighted Fair's emphasis on the future and the role
America would play in bringing about world peace. The supplement featured
headlines like "The New York World's Fair To be Global Olympics of Peace
and Understanding," "Unisphere Symbolizes Peace 'In Small World '" and
an editorial that restated these themes:
Is an international exposition merely an opportunity for nations
to expose their cultures to the scrutiny of many? Is it only an
industrial Olympiad wherein the technological talents of
national manufacturers are pitted against those of neighboring
states throughout the world? Is it no more than a super-carnival
offering an abundance of entertainment along with a modicum
of education?
Say it is any or all of this but realize in saying it that its surface
has merely been scratched.. ..

" C a ro , 1096.
100Caro, 1096.
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. . . an industrial exposition is better compared to a friendly
round-table discussion among all the peoples of the world. . . .
No subject is omitted, no voice unheard.101
The Times supplement cost the Fair $4992 to produce, and its net circulation
was calculated at approximately 33,000 as it was air-mailed to forty countries
from its publication site in Paris—at an additional $1000 charge.102 The
Herald-Tribune produced a similar supplement in June of that year.
The Times and the Herald-Tribune incorporated both Fairs into the
structure of the paper. Once the Fair opened in 1964, each carried a daily
schedule of fair events. Both ran special sections on each Fair preceding
opening day. Despite Moses' battle with the press, coverage of the Fair's
opening day was enthusiastic. The CORE protests that accompanied the
festivities provided plenty of controversy to add to the opening, but press
coverage of the protests was surprisingly restrained. An Opening Day
editorial in the Herald-Tribune began by noting that statistics—though there
were many of them—could not be adequate to describe the Fair, declaring:
The 1939-40 show was an artistic, if not a financial, success, and
the new Fair, which marks New York's tercentennial, seems
likely to cast the old one in the shade.
And why not? It does the civic soul good to splurge every
now and then with a show that has no other purpose than to
display man's achievements in all their glory and gaiety.103

The editorial continued to endorse the very purposelessness it described:

101 "The Round Table," New York Times ad supplement.
102 n y PL 1964-65 Box 455 PR 1.51. Cost figures for the Herald-Tribune
supplement were not available.
i03"On With the Fair." Ed. The New York Herald-Tribune, 22 April 1964,
26.
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Sometimes the colors are laid on a bit thickly, of course, and a
dash of silliness is bound to creep in with the solid attainments.
But behind those dazzling facades and spectacular lights there
lies a reality of scientific progress, individual achievement,
artistic creativity and spiritual aspiration which mankind can
acknowledge with no little pride.
The fair's theme of "Peace Through Understanding" may
win no prizes for originality of phrasing, but it states very clearly
and sincerely what, to most people, is mankind's prime need
today.104

The Herald-Tribune editorial restated and endorsed the fair's central themes:
the civic pride and sense of national history, its universal and futuristic goal
of world peace, and its celebration of the present and future accomplishments
of technology.
The Herald-Tribune news article on Opening Day reflected the
editorial's tone. Under an exuberant four-column headline: "World's Fair
Day!" the article praised the Fair's grandeur and sweeping goals and subtly
criticized the Civil Rights demonstration CORE (Congress on Racial Equality)
members had planned for that day. The opening paragraph of the news story
read, "The greatest of all World's Fairs opens today with a wonderland of
exhibits and other pleasures to be enjoyed for two full summers ahead—but
with a grievous civil rights crisis foisted on the occasion with the stated aim
of crippling and harassing the community. "105 The tone implied that, at
least in the view of one writer and editor, the goals of the Fair remained more
laudable than those of the protestors. This story evoked a sense of magic and
wonder: ". . . with towering spires looking down and glowing fountains
shooting up, and with pickets and celebrations swirling among a crowd
104"On With the Fair." Ed. The New York Herald-Tribune, 22 April 1964,
26.
10^Robert S. Bird, "World's Fair Day!" New York Herald-Tribune, 22 April
1964, 1:6.
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expected to reach 250,000, the biggest, most expensive international exposition
the world has ever seen will open today."106
On the day after the opening, however, coverage of the protests
occupied at least as much space as the Fair. The Herald-Tribune headline
juxtaposed the two events: "Fair Day: Pride and Protest."

The beginning of

the article noted, "The billion-dollar 1964-65 New York World's Fair was
opened by President Johnson yesterday with weather-dampened brilliance of
ceremony marred throughout the day by sporadic CORE demonstrations
inside the Fair grounds."107 But the article gave no more credit to the
protestors, noting, "the heralded stall-in plan to snarl highway traffic outside
the grounds, which had been threatened by dissident CORE members, never
materialized."108 Even so, the inside pages of the paper on that day featured
articles entitled, "Rain Didn't Dampen Fair Spirits," and "A Wondrous
Future."109
Coverage of the Fair in many publications sometimes reflected the
same concerns that had preoccupied the Fair's organizers and the media in
1939. One Herald-T ribune article entitled "Get Your Tickets E arly," "notefd]
with approbation that a Missouri family of eight—man, wife and six children—
have made the first hotel reservations for the 1964 World's Fair in New
York." 110 Once again, the actions of a family from the Midwest became a
means of gauging the early appeal of the fair. An article in McCall's
summoned traditional notions of family and gender roles to measure the
106Chapman, "Mammoth Fair," p. 1.
107"Fair Day: Pride and Protest," The New York Herald-Tribune 23 April
1964, 1.
108pair Day: Pride and Protest," 1.
109N ew York Herald-Tribune. 23 April 1964, 20-21.
110"Get Your Tickets Early," New York Herald-Tribune 16 February 1960.
NYPL 1964-64, Box 567.

98

Fair's success: "If there ever was a fair designed for women, this one seems to
be it. Scott Paper may be interested in displaying the history of paper, with
noble side shows explaining how paper has benefitted mankind, but it has not
forgotten mothers who have had to bring their infants along. It is providing
a diapering room on the premises."111 To McCall's, these amenities were
evidence of the Fair's interest in serving the needs of its visitors, as were the
Simmons Beautyrest alcoves also listed by McCall's. Success, however, was
measured in traditional terms. The Fair looked toward the future, but along
the way needed to cater to basic needs and values. And one Chicago SunTimes columnist noted that, though he generally disliked fairs, "This one is
magnificent. I suppose the reason is that Robert Moses. . . has managed to
beat down attempts (typical of most fairs) to use it as a vehicle to deliver
messages on 'culture' or 'enlightenment.' There is culture and
enlightenment at this Fair, but none of it hits you over the head." 112 The
writer discussed the widespread, wholesome appeal of the fair: "What Moses
has done, primarily, is to present a project which has enjoyment in the corny
sense of the word, for the American father who wants to take his wife and
family for an outing. Simply said, this is the finest objective of any fair."113
Some foreign papers expressed the same attitudes in their coverage. A
French journal noted that, "On April 22, 1964, a stream of light with the
power of twelve million candles, that will be visible more than one hundred
miles around, will suddenly light up the sky of New York: The world

i n "A Woman’s World’s Fair,’’ McCall's April 1964, 40.
112Paul Molloy, "Heigh-Ho, Come to the Fair.' The Chicago Sun-Times 6
August 1964. NYPL 64-65, 390.
113Molloy, "Heigh-Ho, Come to the Fair.'
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exposition of New York will be born. It will open its doors to the nearly
seventy million visitors it awaits. "114
In 1964 as in 1939, the press faithfully repeated the predictions of Fair
officials. Even in its criticism, the New York press remained true to the spirit
of the Fair itself, reproducing its gaiety and its promises of entertainment,
technological marvels and hope. The press covered the traditional news
items surrounding the event—urban restructuring, funding battles, conflicts
of interest in choosing Fair officials. But in discussing the event itself, it faced
the problematic task of discussing something that was, in some sense,
artificial. In covering the Fair, the press reported on a staged event and had
no choice but to discuss it within the parameters set by the Fair itself.

114Joumal dc Pas. Calais. NYPL 1964-65, Box 390. Original reads: "Le 22
avril 1964, un faisceau de lumieres d’une puissance de douze milliards de
bougies, que l'on pourra voir a plus de cent kilometres a la ronde, eclairera
soudain le ciel de New York: L’Exposition Universelle de New York sera nee.
Elle ouvrira ses portes aux pres de soixante dix m illions de visiteurs qu'elle
atten d .
"Cette exposition qui va couter pres de cinq cents milliards d'anciens
francs, sera basee sur le theme
'Paix par la comprehension.’"

Conclusion: The Fairs and the City

The city, in the eyes of social critic Lewis Mumford, provided the
possibilities of both a vibrant future and devastating social collapse. Though
cities contained manifold problems, from crime to blight, they also provided
the fulcrum of civilization: "The city is the form and symbol of an integrated
social relationship. . . here is where human experience is transformed into
viable signs, symbols, patterns of conduct, systems of order."1 Urban
development since the nineteenth century had progressed at an alarming
rate, resulting in an inability to preserve social harmony while fostering
technological progress. As a result, Mumford argued, "mechanical
integration and social disruption have gone on side by side."2 Technology,
used correctly, could be a positive force. And cities, for better or for worse,
had become the most important social unit in the American landscape. To
maximize the constructive elements of the city, urban planners, city dwellers
and government officials needed to plan for an urban future.

Rather than

letting a megalopolis sprawl out of control, growing at its own unchecked
pace, Mumford said, "we must design whole social units: we must design
cities. . . "3

1Lewis Mumford, The Culture of Cities (New York: Harcourt, Brace and
World, Inc., 1938) 3.
2Mumford, 7.
3Mumford, 484.
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World's Fairs did design cities. Small-scale models of perfection, they
suggested ways urban living could become gracious, integrating technological
advancement with social well-being. New York's fairs culminated this
cultural work. Tellingly, Mumford's words about designing urban
environments appeared in his work The Culture of Cities, published in 1938,
inadvertently heralding the World of Tomorrow. His work, like the utopian
aspects of the 1939 World's Fair, illustrates the extent to which the urban
climate of the twentieth century mandated drastic change.

The publicity this

book received, and Mumford's own growing reputation, suggest that he
voiced common concerns.4 Mumford’s views did not go unrepresented at
New York's exposition. He penned the narrative for a documentary, "The
City," produced by American Documentary Films and shown in the Science
and Education Building. The film proved extremely popular, meriting,
perhaps, the Guidebook's claim that it was "the most important" of the films
shown in the Science building.5 As part of the focal exhibit in the Science
zone, the film partook of the exhibit's goal: "It trains a man to be a better
individual and a better member of society—to be a citizen rather than a
subject, for subjects merely obey while citizens understand their world and
take responsibility for it."6
These goals appear to mesh well with Mumford's holistic, organic
philosophy of urban planning. Unlike some social critics who preceded him,
he retained a hopeful perspective, believing that through careful planning,
4For example, Mumford appeared on the cover o f TIME magazine shortly
after the book’s publication in 1938. (Donald Miller, Lewis Mumford: A L ife.
New York: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1989, 355).
5Miller, 366. Stanley Appelbaum, ed. The New York World's Fair 1939-40.
(New York: Dover, 1980) 89. Official Guidebook of the New York World's Fair
1939 (New York: Exposition Publications, 1939) 197.
6Official Guidebook 1939. 197.
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cities could achieve a glorious potential. 7 Billed as panaceas for social evils,
sites of inspiration and models of progress, World's Fairs ostensibly addressed
concerns similar to those of social critics like Mumford.

Mumford's equation

of the urban economy with exposition economy, however, suggests that he
viewed expositions as inferior means of promoting social change. 8 Indeed,
spectacle as a genre generally disguises urban problems, Mumford argues.
W ithout it,
the bitter actualities of poverty and impotence might for the
mass of metropolitans be almost unendurable: these spectacles
help counteract the inferior sense of manliness and
womanliness that develops under stress of mechanization, and
they break down, likewise, through mass participation, that
sense of loneliness which haunts the atomic individual in the
big city.9

In the end, however, this function of spectacle serves what Mumford calls
"the exploiting groups," by making "people indifferent to the values of
life."10
New York’s expositions, however, appear to resist easy categorization
as exploitative mechanisms for the ruling class. They represented an odd
mix of urban planning and technological boosterism. The 1964 Fair, with its
hodgepodge building design, seemed to nearly relinquish search for urban
perfection, at least superficially. Even so, exhibits like the re-created
7 Miller, A L ife. Richard Sennett, ed. Classic Essays on the Culture o f
C ities (New York: Meredith, 1969).
8The Culture o f Cities. 265-67.
9 Culture o f C ities. 268. Mumford is not referring specifically to fair in
this passage, but refers back to events like ticker-tape parades, receptions o f
dignitaries, and the like.
This statement directly follow s his discussion o f cities
as the econom ic equivalent of Fairs, however, and his statements on spectacle
appear to apply to the discussion o f expositions.
10Culture of Cities. 269.
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Futurama suggested that building workable future communities remained a
vital need.

And certainly, the 1939 World of Tomorrow offered a d ty

blueprint, and, with Mumford’s own film, an attention to the urban crisis
that challenged the view of spectacles as solely manipulative.
Other expositions before New York's grand twentieth-century galas had
constructed model urban environments.

In their emphasis on the future,

however, New York's World's Fairs went beyond exhibitions like Chicago's
White City of 1893, which relied on classical tradition for its inspiration. New
York’s Fair of 1939 suggested that an ideal urban environment could rise
from the ashes of economic chaos and use the technological tools of the
future to build a modern world. The 1964 exposition represented a second
chance to achieve this same ideal, on the same grounds and with similar
exhibits and themes. New York's Fairs expressed their ideal of urban
planning in a mingling of futurism, a celebration of the past and a
heightened attention to the curative powers of consumption.

Their

predecessors, though equal champions of progress, tended to look more to
past architectural and social models.
A visitor to Chicago's Columbian Exposition of 1893 confronted an
acute example of urban planning. The White City housed mammoth, white
classical buildings laid out in a symmetrical pattern on land that had once
been swamp. Appropriately, Frederick Law Olmsted designed the grounds,
using his experience in city planning to mold a simulated urban
environment. And indeed, the White City presented a modelled experience
that stood as an example for the world to follow: "With its own corporate
structure, its chain of command, and its contented labor force. . . White City
would show how a place like Chicago might be governed as well as how it
might look. . . . By model and example, White City might thus inaugurate a
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new Chicago, a new urban world."11

Scholars have produced reams of work

on Chicago's Columbian Exposition, making it symbolic of late-nineteenth
century excess, the move toward mass spectacle and the intensifying struggle
between high and low culture. The exposition's grand neo-classical buildings
overwhelmed visitors with their scale and created a city of purity, cleanliness
and technological perfection that at once conjured past glories of Western
civilization while housing the tools contemporaries could use to build the
future. In the White City, planners had built an alternative urban
environment that, for the moment, appeared a success. The exposition
expressed a symmetry of organization and design that the New York Fair of
1939 would emulate, as would many of the expositions in the years between
the two. Chicago's fair foreshadowed more than the ground plans of
forthcoming expositions; in fact, it charted the course for the way in which
people would experience fairs in years to come and the type of environment
and view of progress those fairs would provide. In this way, as Alan
Trachtenberg argues, the White City represented the culmination of late
nineteenth-century efforts to re-envision the role of the individual in society:
White City implied not only a new form of urban experience but
a new way of experiencing the urban world: spectacle. Visitors to
the Fair found themselves as spectators, witnesses to an
unanswerable performance which they had no hand in
producing or maintaining. The Fair was delivered to them,
made available to them. And delivered, moreover, not as an
actual place, a real city, but as a frank illusion, a picture of what a
city, a real society, might look like.12

11 Alan Trachtenberg, The Incorporation o f America (New York: Hill &
Wang, 1982) 211.
12Trachtenberg, 231.
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But if visitors were in one sense only spectators, the exposition also
offered them a way to become participants: through consumption of the
goods displayed at the fair. By making informed choices from the selection
presented to them, people could buy their way into the future the White City
portrayed. The exposition devoted buildings to mines and mining, electricity,
transportation and manufactures.13 Art made a distinguished appearance as
well, in the Fine Arts building said to include more international exhibitors
than any previous fair-for whom "space was allotted according to the
assumed significance of the various participants in the field of a rt." 14 Not
least important in the vicarious participation available at the fair was the
Midway experience, which offered popular entertainment that contrasted
with the high culture of the White City.15 Clustered on the amusement strip
were dancing girls, theaters, camel-drivers and, of course, the Ferris Wheel,
which made its debut at Chicago's Midway.16 But the Midway area lay at the
far end of the fairgrounds, removed from the cultural exhibits.
Entertainment, while grudgingly permitted to coexist with education,
remained strictly separate.
As Trachtenberg suggests, the White City balanced the tensions in late
nineteenth-century society, uniting culture and kitsch, suppressing or
ignoring economic tensions and offering itself as a blueprint for the urban
environm ent.17 The exposition was both symbolic of its contemporary
society and prophetic of the decades to come. International exhibitions in

13Burg, 211 ff.
14Burg, 183-184.
15 Trachtenberg, 231.
16Rydell, All the World's A Fair, quoting historian Hubert Howe
B a n c r o ft.
17Trachtenberg, 216-234.
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America since the White City have drawn on its example to confront similar
conflicts in society and suggest similar solutions based on a fusion of
education, entertainment and economic principles, and presented as an
infinitely edible spectacle. The urban crises of the late nineteenth century
spawned twentieth century problems that would provide a backdrop for fairs
that envisioned ideal worlds to counter the real.
The urban crisis Mumford described in the 1930s sprang from the rapid
industrialization and urbanization of the late nineteenth century. World
expositions of that era had already begun to address these changes, combining
the need for public entertainment with economic incentives, becoming
paeans to technology and progress and shrines to consumerism. The decades
at the end of the nineteenth century saw dramatic changes in the way
Americans conceptualized work and leisure. In the years following the Civil
War, people flocked to the cities from rural areas and from other countries.
A new way of life emerged, embodied in the bustling, diverse, colorful and
often threatening world of the city. Authors like William Dean Howells and
Theodore Dreiser penned novels that attempted to make sense of this new
entity; social critics and reformers like Jacob Riis, Jane Addams and Lincoln
Steffens wrote exposes detailing the problems of the growing urban
environment and organized movements to overcome them; visionaries like
Frederick Law Olmsted planned ways to structure the city and make it
habitable.
The growth of many late nineteenth-century institutions served to
structure individuals' experience of the world: from planned parks to
planned entertainment; from the organized shopping of the department store
to the proliferation of the metropolitan press. The structuring of experience
and the public response to it represented more than a change in the way
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people led their daily lives. Rather, these trends marked the public
affirmation of a belief system whose message was silently communicated in
the erection of department stores, the planning of urban parks and the staging
of international expositions. By the end of the century, cities like New York
became conscious showcases of the opportunities they offered, symbolized in
the physical reorganization of urban centers around institutions like
department stores, newspaper buildings and hotels. 18 William Taylor notes
that after 1890, "vast new structures were designed to monumentalize these
central vantage points in the commercial life of the city. The city's principal
commercial institutions. . . were clustered around these axes, and
architectural treatments worthy of public or ecclesiastical edifices in other
societies were devised to give them a visual character and prominence."19
The message the city offered concerned progress, change and the means by
which to achieve them; and the tools, it suggested, lay in the new consumer
economy that emerged with the rise of the great cities. The institutions of
consumerism could provide stability in the midst of urban chaos. A
representative of this new brand of consumerism, the department store
became a fixture in the urban environment. As Alan Trachtenberg argues,
the growth of these stores in the 1870s and 1880s reified the notion of
consumption and gave people a new consumer identity. 20 Even more than
this, the department store "sold along with its goods a lesson in modern
living."21 Because of their need for advertising, such stores aided the

18William R. Taylor, "The Evolution o f Public Space in New York City:
The Commercial Showcase o f America," Simon J. Bronner, ed. C o n su m in g
Visions Accumulation and Display o f Goods in America 1880-1920 (New York: W.
W> Norton, 1989) 288.
19Taylor, 288.
^ T ra ch ten b erg , 130-131.
2 T ra ch ten b erg , 132.
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expansion of another burgeoning institution—the metropolitan daily press.22
Like department stores, parks and even newspapers, World's Fairs in the
United States would present planned experiences to counteract the harsher
realities of the urban environment.
America's fairs exemplify the phenomenon of spectacle, a type of mass
entertainment that emerged in the last half of the nineteenth century.
Spectacles like expositions, amusement parks, spectator sports and even the
circus offered structured spaces that provided an escape from the pressures of
urban life as well as a way for some people to enjoy experiences they could
not otherwise afford. These forms of public entertainment became part of
w hat historians have termed a new "mass culture." 23 At the same time,
however, these years saw the founding of major museums and public
libraries, indicating an allocation of public space to education and
progress. 24 In a sense, these institutions were no less spectacle than the
amusement parks that emerged later in the century, as both offered planned
worlds to counter their visitors' immediate environment. World's Fairs
have embodied the uneasy tension between these two types of entertainment.
Institutions like the amusement park, however, openly embraced
pleasure for its own sake. As historian John Kasson observes, Coney Island,
the largest and most renowned of these parks, symbolized the growth of a
new culture devoted to sheer fun. Beginning in 1895, the Coney era redefined
the nature of recreation and posed a fresh challenge to prevailing models of
22Michael Schudson,
Advertising, the Uneasy Persuasion (N ew York:
Basic Books, 1984) 152.
23John F. Kasson, Amusing the M illion. Conev Island at the Turn o f the
Century (New York: Hill & Wang, 1978) 7.
24Trachtenberg, 144-145. Trachtenberg notes that the M etropolitan
Museum o f Art in New York and the Boston Museum o f Fine Arts were founded
in 1870; the Philadelphia Museum of Art in 1876, and Chicago's Art Institute in
1879.
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high culture. 25 With its holiday atmosphere, rollicking rides, posturing
bathing beauties and vaudeville-like attractions, "Coney Island plunged
visitors into a powerful kinesthetic experience that, like the surf itself,
overturned conventional restraints, washed away everyday concerns, buoyed
and buffeted participants as they submitted to its sway."26 Despite its aura of
excess, the park was highly orchestrated and controlled by its planners.27
Some of its critics argued that Coney actually reaffirmed the existing social
order by becoming a "safety valve," allowing visitors to release emotions
usually repressed.28
Indeed, other culture critics have made similar arguments. In
describing the homogenization of culture, Theodor W. Adorno and Max
Horkheimer have argued that the culture industry reduces art to consumable
goods and promotes uniformity. Amusement becomes a cultural ideal,
reinforced through the repetition of entertainments, and unchallenged by
individuals because their choices come from within the same cultural—or
pseudo-cultural—framework. Because individuals remain outwardly free,
they do not protest the control of the culture industry, "but freedom to
choose an ideology. . . everywhere proves to be freedom to choose what is
always the same."29 Adorno and Horkheimer direct their remarks to the
proliferation of popular entertainment and the degradation of art. The
phenomenon they describe appears glaringly evident in the 1964 New York
World's Fair , in Moses' craze for displaying famous works of art like the
25Kasson, 26-27. 35-36.
26Kasson, 49.
27Kasson, 106.
28Kasson, 109.
29Theodor Adom o and Max Horkheimer, "The Culture Industry:
Enlightenment as Mass Deception, Curran et al., eds. Mass Communication
S o ciety (USA: The Open University, 1977) 348-383.
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Pieta. But the same critique might be made for the forms of spectacle that
gained popularity in the United States at the end of the nineteenth century.
If, like Coney, they seemed to challenge standards of taste and decorum, they
nonetheless remained confined to a controlled environment structured so
that visitors would perceive it in a pre-determined way.
The public parks movement represented another form of the impulse
to find release from the enclosed city environment. Frederick Law Olmsted
proved a pioneer in this venture. In Central Park, one of his best-known
projects, Olmsted created a carefully planned, structured area in which
people—those who could afford it—could spend a day escaping the noise and
bustle of the city. Though more refined than Coney Island, the park was no
less an institution, organized to provide a very specific type of experience. In
contrast to Coney Island, Central Park, Kasson writes, was "designed not
simply to amuse but to instruct. . . users in lessons of aesthetic taste and social
responsibility and to inspire them with a respect for cultural standards." 30
The park provided a green haven in the crowded metropolis. Likewise,
Olmsted's White City sought to exalt the city, suggesting its limitless
possibilities.31
Expositions mediated between public parks and amusement parks.
Their planned environments offered both education and entertainment to
visitors. Better yet, the fairs democratically suggested that anyone could
participate in the world they created, for the environments they envisioned
were built of goods that were available to anyone who could purchase them.
Changing views of consumption accompanied the flow of people to the cities
and the burgeoning of new technologies from the telephone to the dynamo.
^ K a sso n , 11.
31Kasson, 12, 18-19.
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Not surprisingly, the World's Fairs that occurred almost simultaneously with
these developments focused on new trends in industrial development and
manufacture. Indeed, the first major international fair, London's 1851 Crystal
Palace Exhibition, was officially an industrial exhibition which awed viewers
with a vast display of goods that suggested people could improve their quality
of life through consumption.32 New York's attempt to duplicate this affair in
1853 fell flat—literally, as a devastating fire swept the fairgrounds before
closing day. In 1876, the United States tried again, this time with a Centennial
in Philadelphia that proved far more successful than its predecessor in terms
of attendance, if not revenue. 33 After the Philadelphia exposition, nearly a
dozen American fairs spanned the years until New York’s 1939 gala, 34
including Chicago's Columbian Exposition of 1893. The Chicago Century of
Progress Exposition, in 1933, with its forward-looking message and deviation
from the classical layout made famous by the 1893 Fair, would prove equally
important to the shaping of New York's 1939 exposition.
America's fairs shared certain distinctive elements. Though formally
world exhibitions, they embodied distinctly American solutions to
international problems, and highlighted the United States' accomplishments
in technology, art and industry. Indeed, as historian Robert Rydell has
described, these fairs often reflected an ethnocentrism that drew on and
magnified the racist and eugenicist assumptions of their times and
manifested a deep-set American imperialism.35 The fairs shared a focus on
education and entertainment, and, despite the high-flown ideals publicly

32Barth, 117.
33"Nation's First Fair Held Here in 1853," The New York Times 23
September 1935, 14:8.
34 "Nation's First Fair," 14:8.
35Robert Rydell, All the World's A Fair. (Chicago: UChicago, 1984).
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associated with them, a central goal: to make money. It is not coincidental
that these fairs often occurred at times of financial crisis; Philadelphia's
exposition followed the Panic of 1873, Chicago's fell in the midst of the Panic
of 1893, and the second Chicago Fair took place in the worst years of the
Depression. New York's 1939 Fair occurred as the Depression drew to a close,
but its planners began to work while the crisis was still at its height.
Economic realities made the fairs seem practical solutions to pressing
problems and also created a mood that perhaps made people especially
receptive to the mass entertainment they could find in a world of fantasy and
illusion.

Ironically, the expositions promoted consumption at times of

economic crisis when people were least able to spend.
Before the turn of the century, fairs focused on exhibiting goods and
demonstrating technological progress, following the lead of the 1851 London
fair. Philadelphia’s 1876 Centennial showcased technologies ranging from
the Corliss engine to the telephone and Fleischmann's yeast.36 In its
Department of Machinery, it displayed "the machinery of all nations in actual
operation, the sample products of which can be purchased and removed if
desired. Among these products will be Persian and Turkish rugs, carpets,
cloths, pins, needles, rivets, hinges, confectionary, etc." 37 The exhibit's
emphasis was on process, but it allowed viewers the option of purchase.
Philadelphia's Centennial had no planned entertainment area; rather, an
unofficial "Centennial City" rose up nearby to offer visitors saloons, bars, ice
cream and peanut vendors, and shows considered too low-brow for the
exposition itself.38 The fair aimed at a more didactic goal that illustrated the
36Rydell, All the World's. 16.
3 7 Visitor's Guide to the Centennial Exhibition and Philadelphia
(Philadelphia: J. Lippincott, 1876) 14.
38Rydell, All the World's A Fair. 33-34.
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march of progress. The lesson was far from benign, writes Rydell, "for the
artifacts and people embodied in the 'world's epitome' at the fair were
presented in hierarchical fashion and in the context of America's material
growth and development."39 New York's fairs of the twentieth century
would similarly frame their message of progress in distinctly American
terms.
Other turn-of-the-century fairs produced similar themes and even
comparable ground plans.

Most fairs devoted entire buildings to machinery,

art, education, transportation, as well as the various government exhibits.
The Jamestown Tercentennial of 1907 made the message of American
domination more explicit than other exhibitions, which generally tried to
preserve the pretense of internationalism even while showcasing American
goods. The Tercentennial was established "primarily to celebrate. . . the threehundredth anniversary of the founding of the first permanent English
settlement in America, and secondarily to demonstrate to the world our right
to claim supremacy by showing the wonders we have accomplished during
the past three hundred years in every branch of industry, of education, of art
and of science."40 Held in the Hampton Roads area, Jamestown's exposition
boasted a number of military exhibits and displays that distinguished it from
other fairs. Appropriately, planners dubbed its amusement area the "War
Path" and described it as consisting of "a number of elegant structures north
of the military encampment and west of the southern part of Lee's parade. . .
Every conceivable kind of amusement will be found here and there will be
many special outdoor exhibits and pyrotechnic displays."41 The guidebook
39Rydell, All
40 Jamestown
Exposition Grounds:
41 Jamestown

the World's A Fair. 17.
Tcr-Centcnnial Exposition O fficial Guide (Jamestown
Jamestown O fficial Publishing Company, 1907) 16.
Guide. 47-48.
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did not go into as much detail about these amusements as New York's
guidebooks would decades later. But, once again, the amusement area was
distinctly set apart from the rest of the grounds. Entertainment was present,
but on the literal fringes of the rest of the displays, which included the usual
industrial exhibitions, transport buildings and a "Pure Food Building," which
displayed bread, pastries, and adulterative processes, among other things.42
Architecturally, Jamestown distinguished itself by choosing a different
historical model: Colonial architecture.43
The 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exhibition in St. Louis followed in the
footsteps of preceding fairs, displaying classical architecture, all white
buildings, and countless textiles, manufactures, hardware, generators and
telegraphs and telephones. This time, the amusement area was called "The
Pike," described as a "story book land," and set apart on the south side of the
fairgrounds. 44 These amusement areas generally even took a different shape
from the rest of the exposition: whereas maps of the fairgrounds show
cultural areas of the fair laid out in a somewhat circular fashion, amusement
sections are generally rectangular, following the tradition of Chicago's
Midway.
Chicago's Century of Progress exposition in 1933 marked another
milestone in American exposition history as the first fair to openly embrace a
futuristic model and turn away from the classical designs of the Columbian
Exposition. Nonetheless, it embodied the same central themes. As had its
predecessors, the exposition focused on technological advances, presenting a
new city "that epitomizes the age of steel, chromium, aluminum,
42Jamestown Guide. 43.
43Jamestown Guide. 60.
4 4 0 fficia l Guide to the Louisiana Purchase Exposition (St. Louis: The
Official Guide Company, 1904) 39-81, 137.
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electricity."45 The exposition advertised itself as deviating from the previous
fair, but sought to show, in commemorating the city's one-hundredth year,
"the changes in industry and in everyday life wrought by the discoveries and
inventions of these one hundred years. . . " 46 This goal does not sound all
that different from the commemorative objectives of preceding fairs that both
celebrated historical events and lauded the advances that had occurred in the
years between. The fair would "tell in a vivid way the story of the discoveries
and inventions, their application, and the transformations they have
wrought all around us."47 This was the same story expositions had told for
more than fifty years. Though augmented in each telling by the changes that
had taken place, the story remained fundamentally the same. In 1939, New
York told the same tale once again, providing another planned environment
heralding the future and a "how-to" manual for reaching it.
New York's fairs would draw on those that had gone before, presenting
model urban environments, offering a panacea of consumption in response
to urban evils and intensifying the division between high and low culture.
At the same time, the expositions of 1939 and 1964 illustrated the often
blurred distinctions between education and entertainment, separated by a
boundary that faded away in response to economic incentives.

Even while

nominally separating the two areas, the New York Fairs made even
educational exhibits more participatory by carrying visitors through them on
moving ramps or chairs, or offering friendly yet exotic teachers like
Westinghouse's "Electro" robot. Culture was important to exhibition
45 Gilbert, Paul T. "A Century o f Progress Exposition, Herald o f a New
Age: Interpreting Creatively the Spirit o f Today." Glenn A. Bishop and Paul t.
Gilbert. Chicago's Progress. A Review o f the World's Fair Citv. (Chicago: Bishop
Publishing Co., 1933) 9.
46Gilbert, 10.
47Gilbert, 13.
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planners, but they cloaked it in enticing promises of unduplicable
experiences and riveting entertainment. The fundamental vicariousness of
the fair-going experience would remain the same in the twentieth century.
Just as Trachtenberg notes at the Columbian Exposition, visitors to the New
York fairs would be essentially spectators, though the expositions provided
them with a blueprint for becoming active consumers of the products they
offered.

Trachtenberg argues that though the White City seemed to present

an ironic view of harmony, coming in the midst of the 1893 panic, and
followed by the Pullman strike of 1894, it was less irony than an attempt to re
make the failings of the present: 'W hat may strike us as ironies are instead
contradictions held in momentary balance—not a confusion of values, as
historians have suggested, but an effort to incorporate contrary and diverse
values under the unity of a system of culture in support of a system of
society."48 New York's fairs performed similar culture work, making the
cure of consumption more explicit and confusing their educational and
amusement purposes in their effort to unite them.

Just as the turmoil

of the late nineteenth century spurred aspects of world's fair ideology, so
certain practical developments facilitated their self-presentation. As
institutions, American fairs operated much like any other corporations, with
an internal hierarchy, legal contracts, ties to state and federal governments
and mechanisms for communicating with the outside world. One of those
mechanisms was advertising, which was crucial to the success of the
expositions. The rise in advertising paralleled the rise of department stores,
metropolitan dailies and the other hallmarks of the urban environment.
Indeed, these developments were interdependent, as department stores

4 8 Trachtenberg,

216.
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needed to promote their goods, and newspapers needed to support
themselves. Advertising agencies linked the two and provided the crucial
means for constructing a message to present to the public. Founded in the
1840s and 50s, the first advertising agencies focused on selling newspaper
space to advertisers, not on constructing ads themselves. But by the turn of
the century, agencies like N. W. Ayer had developed copywriting
departments.49 In the following years, advertising agencies perfected
strategies that fluctuated between hard-sell appeals geared at demonstrating
the reasons to buy a specific product and softer-sell image advertisements that
created positive associations with an item.50 Ultimately, ad agencies began to
combine the two, a strategy that catapulted the J. Walter Thompson agency of
New York into first place in total billings in the 1920s, a place it still held
when the New York World’s Fair of 1964 chose JWT to handle its advertising
campaign. 51
Advertising proved an essential tool for modern world's fairs. The
Jamestown Tercentennial, which ended its season $500,000 in debt, had
employed only minimal advertising strategies. Most fairs, however, made
advertising part of their institutional network. 52 To this end, they employed
vast promotional departments to communicate with the national press.53
But the business aspect of the expositions seemed, at times, a sordid thing

4 9 Schudson, A d v e r tisin g . 169-171.
50 Peter Baida, Poor Richard's Legacy.American Business Values from
Benjamin Franklin to Donald Trump (New York: William Morrow, 1990) 226227.
51 Baida, 228.
52 Rydell, "The Culture o f Imperial Abundance: World’s Fairs in the
Making o f American Culture," Bronner ed. 200.
5 3 Rydell notes the importance o f these agencies in "The Culture o f
Imperial Abundance," in discussing tum -of-the century fairs and their
prom otional strategies (198-199).
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better left undiscussed. As Rydell argues, organizers were torn between
fulfilling a cultural ideal and turning a profit: "exposition managers acting as
tough-minded businessmen engaged in intensive and expensive efforts to
promote their expositions; on the other hand, these same managers also
regarded their expositions as 'meccas' and 'universities' and saw themselves
less as businessmen than as curates and educators who stood above the
rough-and-tumble world of profit seeking."54 Yet profit-seeking remained the
subtext of the fairs, implicit in their visions of a good life centered around
technology, production and consumption.
Just as visions of consumer culture arose from the intersection of
technological advances, communications developments and urbanization,
the institutionalization of expositions stemmed from the intersection of the
fairs with the media that would present an image to the public. The Fairs
were corporations, supported by sub-institutions like their promotional
divisions. As they interacted with another public institution, the popular
press, they completed a complex circle of culture-making that succeeded in
forming and marketing a vision to the public.

For, as Warren Susman has

observed," the [1939] Fair became a rather generalized advertisement for
something the 1930s had begun to call the American Way of Life." 55 The
New York Fairs of 1939 and 1964 culminated this process of culture-making,
combining the increasing sophistication of communications technology with
the growing power of such institutions as advertising agencies and the mass
media. But they built on a tradition begun in the preceding century, when
trends in urbanization and the growth of a consumer culture had created the
54Rydell, "The Culture o f Imperial Abundance," 201.
5 5Warren Susman, "The People's Fair: Cultural Contradictions of a
Consumer Society," Helen Harrison, ed. Dawn o f A New Dav: the New York
World's Fair 1939-40 (New York: New York University Press, 1980) 27.
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need for an "American Way of Life" that would be characterized by
consumption. The Fairs marketed their vision in illusory worlds and
ultimately presented visitors with illusory decisions. Though they seemed to
supply a vast range of products and amusements and to cater to multiple
interests, they had already classified their visitors singularly as consumers. In
that sense, in Adorno’s and Horkheimer's words, the choices individuals
made at the fairs were "always the same."
Many of America's fairs have been immortalized in museums across
the country that have taken parts of exposition materials and placed them in
permanent exhibits.56 Thus, the once-in-a-lifetime experiences they claimed
to offer can, in some places, be experienced again and again. Tellingly,
America’s most recent Fair of note, the 1964 New York exposition, has found
its own sites for immortality: Disney World and Disneyland. There amidst
enchanted castles, talking animals, and fairy stories come to life, visitors can
view the remnants of Fair exhibits, including a copy of the talking model of
Abraham Lincoln and, until recently, the original "Carousel of Progress,"
where a family explained the history of electricity to an audience seated in a
revolving theater. 57
The aspects of the Fairs that were immortalized in these ways suggests
the implications of the expositions' dual nature. They were educators and
entertainers; emblems of urban planning and shrines to technology. The
leftovers, however, are more representative of technological glories than of
the Fairs' noble attempt to plan ideal future environments. As Mumford
"The Culture o f Imperial Abundance: World's Fairs in the
Making o f American Culture," Bronner ed. 211.
57 Ileen Sheppard, "Icons and Images: The Cultural Legacy o f the 1964-65
World’s Fair," Remembering the Future. 177. Apparently, the Carousel of
Progress is no longer visible at Disneyworld, but until a few years ago it was a
central attraction
S ^ R y d e ll,
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believed, technology need not be a negative force; the problem with it lies in
its misuse and in the assumption that expansion necessarily represents
progress. 58 The Fairs, even though they sought organic conceptions of
society, as Mumford advocated in The Culture of Cities, built these model
cities under the rubric of technology and offered consumption as the tool to
make them possible. In so doing, they advocated expansion and, for all their
championship of the individual, left little place for alternative individual
roles in their holistic schema.
Since the 1964 exposition, American enthusiasm for fairs has been
lukewarm at best. The most recent international exposition, held in Seville
in 1992, received only half-hearted participation from the United States,
whose exhibit was considered an architectural flop. 59 The United States' own
expositions since the 1964 New York Fair have been increasingly unsuccessful
in terms of both attendance and profit. A 1982 World's Fair in Knoxville,
Tennessee met with financial ruin, and the international exposition at New
Orleans in 1984 closed $102 million in debt.60 In preparation for the Fair, New
Orleans entrepreneurs had built ten new hotels since 1983, but, by 1985, these
still were not profitable and the hotel business had entered a deep
depression.61 Perhaps places like Disney World have helped put fairs out of
5 8 Miller, 176, 182, 197, elsewhere. Miller notes, for example, that
Mumford was not entirely opposed to the construction o f skyscrapers, but
believed that architecture o f all sorts should be integrated in terms o f
"function and feeling." When skyscrapers
seemed to be built merely for the
sake o f building something big, these values
were lost.
5 9 Benjamin Forgety,"In Seville, a Fairto Remember," The W ashington
P o st 18 April 1992, C:6. The United States pavilion did not even merit a picture
in this P o st feature, which was, on the whole, very positive about the
e x p o s itio n .
60wayne King, "Failed Fair Gives New Orleans a Painful Hangover," T he
New York Times 2 November 1984, 16.
6 F ra n ces Frank Marcus, "New Orleans hotel Business Depressed
Fair," The New York Times. 25 June 1985, 14.

Since
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business, as New Orleans businessman Henry Greenberger surmised:
"World's Fairs are passe. . . You can go to Disney World. You can go to Epcot.
What world expositions used to be were the leading edge of the newest ideas
and newest technologies. Now we see that every day on T.V."62 Greenberger
is right in saying that people can see many of the wonders Fairs claim to
display without leaving their homes. If that is true, earlier Fairs ironically
sowed the seeds of their own demise by promoting the very types of
technologies that would make them obsolete. But w hat Greenberger's
comment overlooks is another part of the Fair story: the simple fact that few
of America's world’s fairs have been profitable or have drawn the numbers of
people their planners envisioned. Certainly, however, expositions like New
York's World of Tomorrow left a lasting ideological legacy and drew millions,
even if the final numbers were lower than expected. Modern American fairs,
in contrast, fall flat. The permanence of institutions like Disney World is one
part of the answer. Perhaps another part is that our consumer culture has
internalized the message of the World of Tomorrow so successfully that the
audience for it has begun to disappear.

62King, 16.

APPENDIX A
Theme Center in 1939
a) overview of Trylon, Perisphere and grounds (Remembering the Future, 10)
b) Theme Center (Appelbaum, The New York World's Fair. 2)

Theme Center in 1964
a) The Unisphere (Remembering the Future. 27)
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APPENDIX B

Fairgrounds
a) Map of the 1939 New York World's Fair
(from Zim et alv The World of Tomorrow, 33)
b) Map of the 1964 New York World’s Fair
(from the Official Guidebook)
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APPENDIX C

Images of the Fairs
a) advertisement for the 1939 exposition (Zim et al., 194)
b) TIME cover for 1964 Fair
c) New Yorker cover, 1964
d) Newsweek cover, 1964
(Magazine covers culled from the World's Fair Magazine Report issued by the
Donoghue Corporation, 1964. NYPL 1964-65, Box 684.)
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